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  Abstract 
 
This thesis aims at examining how categories of ‘Europe’, ‘migration’, ‘refugees’ and 
‘migrants’ are constructed in relation to the refugee crisis by the following three public 
intellectuals: Umberto Eco, Slavoj Žižek and Seyla Benhabib. The project applies a critical 
postcolonial tool in the analysis of articles by Eco and Žižek and an interview with Benhabib. 
The tool is based on the key premises of Poststructuralism, Postcolonial theory and criticism 
and Deconstructionism. In the analysis it is found that ‘Europe’ is constructed as superior to 
the ‘refugee’ through discourses of difference, categorizations and binaries. In contrast 
‘Europe’ is constructed as partly responsible for the refugee crisis and thus obligated to help 
the ‘refugees’. Moreover ‘migration’ is constructed as being inevitable and uncontrollable 
which stands in contrast to immigration, which is socially constructed and thus controllable. 
Additionally ‘refugees’ and ‘migrants’ are constructed as being both in need of help, as 
demanding help and as categories of insufficiency. The discussion firstly explores European 
identity in a postcolonial perspective with reference to Gurminder Bhambra. Secondly, the 
categories of ‘refugee’ and ‘migrant’ are discussed and the notion of epistemic violence used 
by Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak is applied in a further discussion of how these categories are 
restricting their voices. Finally the responsibilities of public intellectuals, on the basis of 
theory by Edward Said, are discussed. The project concludes that it is difficult for public 
intellectuals to live up to their tasks set forward by Said, but nevertheless it is still important 
to be critical of and deconstruct categorizations and dominant discourses in order to create 
social change.  
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Introduction 
 
The current situation where millions of refugees are fleeing from the Middle East, Asia and 
Africa has been a catalyst for this project. Although people have fled from these parts of the 
world for years due to political instability and wars, it was not until the spring of 2015 the 
situation gained a great amount of attention in most European countries. The crisis has 
engaged politicians from all wings, media platforms and the public to take political 
standpoints and position themselves accordingly.  
The terminology on whether to categorize the people fleeing as ‘refugees’ or ‘migrants’ 
has, too, been an area of focus in the current situation, which seemingly derives from the fact 
that nations in the European Union (EU) have obligations towards ‘refugees’ to a larger 
extent than towards ‘migrants’. This categorization leads to an unnuanced debate about the 
people fleeing. In this project the intention is to challenge the ways in which ‘meanings’ and 
‘truths’ are being constructed through symbols in language and how categorizations limit the 
people who are fleeing to Europe. Our perception of the crisis has been that people have fled 
from war and conflict only to reach the borders of Europe - the self proclaimed place of free 
will, human rights and democracy - mostly to be met with reluctance and rejection. The 
political discourse within European nations and the EU has consisted of a struggle about 
whether or not to welcome these people and which legal rights they should have upon arrival.  
This project will examine language and historical categorizations by exploring and 
exposing how public intellectuals verbalize the situation and whether they are (re)producing 
discourses of the colonial. We wish to criticize how categories such as ‘refugees’ and 
‘Europe’ are constructed by deconstructing the language of public intellectuals through the 
perspective of postcolonial theory and criticism. The public intellectuals we have chosen to 
include in this project are Umberto Eco, Slavoj Žižek and Seyla Benhabib. It is our belief that 
there is a link between the construction of these categories and the European history of 
colonial rule. Meanwhile we would like to expose whether or not these public intellectuals 
actually take voices of the refugees into account, or if they, too, are depriving them of 
agency. Therefore a challenge of common senses and discourses of difference will be the 
main focus in this project.   
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Problem Field 
 
“The current “refugee crisis” has escalated sharply and its impact is widening from 
neighbouring countries toward Europe” (Yazgan, Utku, Sirkeci, 2015: 181). This was 
written in the article Syrian Crisis and Migration from the journal Migration Letters in august 
2015. Refugees crossing borders into Europe has become a ‘crisis’ due to the significant 
increase in numbers of refugees migrating to Europe in 2015, but it is not a new 
phenomenon: 
 
“The world’s attention turned to Syrian crisis and the refugee question caused by the 
proxy war in the Syria very recently. However, Syrian migration is not a new 
phenomenon. The difference is the volume and transnational effect of Syrians today is 
particularly high”  (Ibid.). 
 
The crisis has according to Migration Letters shaken European common policy and 
conventions on migration and asylum and caused a huge debate in Europe on how to deal 
with the great influx of the incoming people: “However, it seems focus is still on raising 
walls, strengthening borders, and futile categorisations of movers as ‘refugees’ and 
‘economic migrants’” (Ibid.). The main concern in European countries is keeping the influx 
of migrants under control. An example of this is the Hungarian government, which has built a 
175 km long fence along the border to Serbia to keep the influx of refugees under control. 
Hungary is facing an increase of asylum seekers whilst many Hungarians are deciding to 
leave the country. This has caused concern for those with Hungarian nationalist values, since 
‘Hungarians’ are leaving the country whilst ‘non-Hungarians’ are coming to the country 
(Saltman, 2015). This is an example of a tendency, not only occurring in Hungary, to view 
the crisis from a Eurocentric perspective with focus on how it affects Europe, whilst not 
taking the perspective of the refugees into account.  
There have been a number of different perspectives in the media on how to solve the 
crisis. In the article, How to Justify a Crisis (2015), Nick Riemer, senior lecturer in the 
departments of English and linguistics at the University of Sydney, discusses the role and 
responsibility of intellectuals in connection to the so-called refugee crisis, with references to 
articles by Slavoj Žižek, Jürgen Habermas and Peter Singer. Riemer argues that intellectuals 
generally do not succeed in speaking outside the already established discourses on the crisis: 
“At no stage does the analysis go beyond what is already uncontroversial for large sections 
of the Western public” (Riemer, 2015). He criticizes the suggested interventions by the 
intellectuals for upholding the ‘strongholds of power’: 
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“As Žižek, Singer, and Habermas’s interventions demonstrate, intellectual authority can 
easily barricade the real strongholds of power and mystify its operations. For anyone who 
wants to put analysis to the service of fundamental social change, diagnosing and 
preventing this transformation of critique into intellectualism should be among the many 
responsibilities of “intellectuals” today” (Ibid.). 
 
Riemer argues that the responsibility of the intellectuals today, if they wish to put analysis to 
the service of fundamental social change, is to prevent their critique from transforming into 
intellectualism, which is what he criticizes intellectuals like Žižek, Habermas and Singer of.  
In line with this perspective Edward Said, who can be entitled as one of the leading 
literary critics of the last quarter of the 20th century, argues in his work, Representations of 
the Intellectual (1996), that the task of the intellectual is to break down stereotypes, which he 
believes limits human thought and communication (Said, 1996: xi). Said compares the 
intellectual to Robin Hood as being on the same side as the weak and unrepresented: 
 
“There is an inherent discrepancy between the powers of large organizations, from 
governments to corporations, and the relative weakness not just of individuals but of 
human beings considered to have subaltern status, minorities, small peoples and states, 
inferior or lesser cultures and races. There is no question in my mind that the intellectual 
belongs on the same side with the weak and unrepresented. Robin Hood, some are likely 
to say” (Said, 1996: 22). 
 
This role of ‘Robin Hood’ is not easy to partake, as the intellectual must distance oneself 
towards dominating structures of power. This uneasy role entails that the intellectual must 
have a critical sense, be alert and not accept any half-truths or be “unwilling to accept easy 
formulas, or ready-made cliches” (Said, 1996: 23). But this ability, which Said describes, to 
speak on behalf of the ‘Subaltern’ is criticized by Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, one of the 
founding members of the Subaltern Studies Group, in Can the Subaltern Speak (1988) where 
she condemns the ability of the intellectual to represent or speak on behalf of the subaltern: 
 
 “Spivak rejects the idea that one can access a ‘pure’ subaltern consciousness because the 
subaltern cannot speak, and is hence spoken for. (...) All notions and representations of 
‘subaltern’ consciousness or ‘Third World’ women, are in effect constructions of 
Western discourses. These discourses construct the subaltern and give it a voice” (Jasen, 
2010: 26). 
 
This makes it interesting to take Europe’s colonial past into account and how this positions 
the ‘refugee’ as the ‘other’. In order to discuss this we wish to apply the article, Postcolonial 
Europe, or Understanding Europe in Times of the Postcolonial (2009), by Gurminder 
Bhambra, professor of Sociology at the University of Warwick. In her article she 
deconstructs the common understandings of European identity. 
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On the basis of all these issues we have found it relevant to analyze articles by Eco and 
Žižek and an interview with Benhabib in connection to the so-called refugee crisis. We use 
the term ‘the refugee crisis’ to represent the current discourse in which ‘the refugee crisis’ is 
used. This is not because we are unaware of the problems in the conceptualization of the 
situation as a crisis, but we do believe that the term ‘the refugee crisis’ is insufficient in 
covering the complexities of the situation. In the analysis of the articles and the interview we 
will deconstruct the representations of ‘Europe’, ‘migration’, ‘refugees’ and ‘migrants’. This 
analysis will lead to a discussion of whether public intellectuals are able to speak on behalf of 
the ‘other’ or if they are upholding the existing power relations and speaking within the 
already established discourses of difference. 
Problem Statement 
 
How are the categories of ‘Europe’, ‘migration’, ‘refugees’ and ‘migrants’ constructed by the 
public intellectuals Umberto Eco, Slavoj Žižek and Seyla Benhabib and how do they 
challenge the categories and discourses of difference when writing on migration and the 
refugee crisis? 
Theory of Science 
 
In the following section our theoretical foundations will be presented. Our project is based 
upon a poststructuralist framework. In the first part of this section Poststructuralism will be 
shortly introduced, as it is the fundamentals of this project. Secondly our appliance of theory 
by Spivak, Said and Bhambra and their contributions to this project will be elaborated on.  
 
Poststructuralism 
 
The theoretical foundation of this project is based on the notion of poststructuralism in a 
linguistic and discursive manner as defined by Marianne Winther Jørgensen in her work 
Diskursanalyse som teori og metode (2013). In this way, our access to the world is through 
language and it is through language that we create representations of reality. ‘Reality’ exists 
through meanings and representations, but that does not mean that reality does not exist, but 
that our access to it is through the language we speak (Jørgensen, 2013: 17). Furthermore, 
	   5	  
poststructuralism draws on some key premises, which it shares with social constructionism. 
The assumption is that the way we talk about and represent ‘the world’ actively constructs 
and changes the way we view the world, our identities and social formations. Language is 
thus the constituting power in the construction of the social world. Discourses are a way of 
talking about and understanding the world (Jørgensen, 2013: 9) and therefore discourses are 
embedded in the language we speak. A dynamic and ever-present hegemonic battle is taking 
place, which is both changing and reproducing social reality. This means that change happens 
when discourses change (Jørgensen, 2013: 18). There is no objective truth. Instead, the way 
we understand what is ‘true’ and ‘real’ is a product of how we categorize our world 
(Jørgensen, 2013: 13). One aspect is then, that poststructuralism resists already settled 
‘truths’ and oppositions (Williams, 1995: 3-4). 
Another important aspect is that history and culture are embedded in our construction of 
our ‘reality’. The categories that determine our understandings of ‘truth’ and ‘reality’ are 
always influenced by our historical and cultural context and thus changeable over time. These 
categories of ‘truth’ are also determined by interactional actions where some are accepted as 
natural and some are perceived unimaginable. The natural actions should be understood as 
something so imbedded in a culture: through norms, values and common sense and thus not 
an active accept (Jørgensen, 2013: 14). Poststructuralism seeks to work against settled 
structures, which, according to Williams, can help: 
 
“(...) in struggles against discrimination on the basis of sex or gender, against inclusions 
and exclusions on the basis of race, background, class or wealth. It guards against the 
sometimes overt, sometimes hidden, violence of established values such as an established 
morality, an artistic cannon or fixed legal framework” (Williams, 2005: 4). 
  
When working in accordance with poststructuralism one must deconstruct a given structure to 
show its exclusions and to expose what is hidden (Ibid.). When we look at the three public 
intellectuals’ use of language, we too attempt to deconstruct the hidden common senses, 
binaries and structures, which ascribes one position as dominant towards another. The 
poststructuralist point of view thus creates an overall theoretical and methodological 
framework. 
 
Spivak and the Voice of the ‘Other’ 
  
Spivak’s Can the Subaltern Speak has played a central role in the development of this project, 
both as a conceptual foundation but also as a source of inspiration. Throughout this project 
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we will draw upon central concepts from her essay, such as ‘voice’, and questions of having 
or not having a ‘voice’ and ‘epistemic violence’. These concepts will be applied in the 
discussion of this project, and Spivak’s use of Derridean Deconstruction and her notion of 
‘other’. In essence, this project is inspired by and peripherally based upon Spivak’s essay, but 
it does not take all points mentioned in the essay into account. Thus, Spivak’s general 
perspective is present in the chosen theoretical and methodological framework of this project 
by examining the question of voices, but we have chosen not to use Spivak’s notion of the 
‘subaltern’, as well as not to delve into her critique of Michel Foucault and Gilles Deleuze. 
However, the idea of the subaltern remains central to both the surrounding framework of this 
project as well as being a central point of inspiration. The decision of not using the notion of 
‘subaltern’ itself actively in our analysis and discussion has been made on the basis of us 
wanting to discuss whether the voices of the ‘refugees’ can be enabled or disenabled through 
particular conceptualizations and representations of ‘Europe’, and not whether ‘migrants’ and 
‘refugees’ are necessarily ‘subaltern’. 
 
Bhambra on ‘Europe’ in a Postcolonial Perspective 
 
As a framework for the discussion on the constructions of Europe by the public intellectuals 
we will use the article Postcolonial Europe, or Understanding Europe in Times of the 
Postcolonial by Bhambra. Like Bhambra we wish to understand ‘Europe’ in relation to ‘non-
Europe’, or in our case the notion of ‘Europe’ by the public intellectuals in connection to the 
‘refugees’ or the refugee crisis. Bhambra wishes to examine the relationship between 
‘Europe’ and ‘non-Europe’ from a postcolonial perspective to highlight the typical exclusion 
of ‘others’ or ‘non-Europeans’ (Bhambra, 2009: 69). She quotes Bo Sträth on the fact that it 
is difficult to conceive ‘Europe’ without also thinking of ‘non-Europe’, but also notes that: 
 
“Yet, as this chapter will demonstrate, the relationship of Europe to non-Europe (the 
‘non-Europe’ within, as well as outside, ‘Europe’) is a relationship that is largely 
unacknowledged, even if it is regarded as integral” (Ibid.). 
 
In other words Bhambra argues that there is a lack of knowledge concerning the relationship 
between ‘Europe’ and ‘non-Europe’. It is also important to note that when talking of 
something ‘non-European’, Bhambra is also referring to things within ‘Europe’ and not 
necessarily outside, thereby showing how ‘Europe’ shall be understood more as an idea or an 
identity and not merely a place.  
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“(...) Europe has often been understood in terms of being more an idea than a place, with 
Hayden White, for example, asserting that “Europe” has never existed anywhere except 
in discourse” (Bhambra, 2009: 70).  
 
In this project we also understand ‘Europe’ as an idea or a construction. Thus we will 
examine how the three public intellectuals construct ‘Europe’ through language. 
Bhambra argues that the relationship between colonialism and decolonization and 
European identity has received very little attention:  
 
“While European integration provided one avenue for former colonial powers to ‘adjust 
to the changing political and economic circumstances brought about by decolonization’, 
there has been very little work on the relationship between colonialism, the processes of 
decolonization, and European identity” (Ibid.) 
 
Colonialism and Imperialism are, according to Bhambra, central issues when it comes to 
defining European identity. In accordance with this, the construction of ‘Europe’ by the 
public intellectuals will be discussed with consideration to the colonial heritage of Europe. In 
line with Bhambra we wish to critically examine the European identity from a postcolonial 
perspective. 
 
“Postcolonial criticism bears witness not only to contemporary inequalities, but also to 
their historical conditions (…). By locating and establishing the centrality of experiences 
hitherto ignored within the dominant accounts of ‘Europe’, this chapter seeks to address 
the implications of their exclusion and reflect upon the future consequences of their 
inclusion” (Ibid.). 
 
In accordance with this perspective we will discuss the unequal binaries (re)produced by the 
public intellectuals, which can be linked to Europe’s history of colonialism, imperialism and 
slavery. On the basis of this discussion we will examine whether the public intellectuals are 
rethinking the idea of ‘Europe’ and its relation to ‘others’ or (re)producing colonial binaries. 
 
Additional Literature 
 
In order to ensure an in depth analysis and discussion we have chosen to make use of 
additional, supporting literature in our analysis and discussion. This supporting literature 
consists of the article, When refugees stopped being migrants: Movement, labour and 
humanitarian protection, by Katy Long (2013), whose research focuses on migration, 
citizenship and refugee issues as well as the essay, The Local and the Global: Globalization 
and Ethnicity, by Stuart Hall (1997), cultural theorist and sociologist. This additional 
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literature serves in the capacity of bringing in additional perspectives on the problems, 
concepts and ideas present in the texts by Eco, Žižek and Benhabib.  
Methodology 
 
In the following sections we will briefly map out the essential elements of Colonialism and 
Postcolonialism as a basis for our methodological use of Postcolonial criticism, which will be 
described in the section following this. Furthermore we will describe Deconstruction, which 
will be applied to the same degree in our method as Postcolonial criticism. 
 
The Colonial and the Postcolonial 
 
The purpose of this section is to briefly present the notion of ‘decolonization’ and the 
question of ‘postcolonial’ and ‘post-colonial’. To do this we will apply theory by John 
McLeod, Professor of Postcolonial and Diaspora Literatures at University of Leeds, from his 
work Beginning Postcolonialism.   
One of the key influences of colonialism today is not just its fundamental importance in 
the creation of the wealth and power of what is now commonly called ‘the West’, but also the 
discursive realities enabled, created and sustained by colonialism. These are discourses that 
we in this project argue did not disappear as we entered the so-called post-colonial era, but 
instead have remained and been altered in accordance with the events of the 20th and early 
21st century. According to McLeod a characteristic of the 20th century was ‘decolonization’. 
Decolonization contrasts the previous centuries’ rapid expansion of colonies and colonial rule 
culminating in the almost total loss of former colonies. To this McLeod writes: 
  
“All over the world, the twentieth century witnessed the decolonization of millions of 
people who were once subject to the authority of the British crown. For many, the phrase 
‘the British Empire’ is most commonly used these days in the past tense, signifying a 
historical period and set of relationships which appear no longer current” (McLeod, 
2010). 
  
Thus the notion of ‘the British Empire’ has become historical and oriented towards the past; 
it has lost its potency as a description of contemporary power. However, despite this 
decolonization, McLeod argues that the legacies of colonialism and decolonization: 
“...remain fundamentally important constitutive elements in the contemporary world” (Ibid.). 
In this way, despite the loss of colonial authority and rule, colonial history and colonialism in 
	   9	  
general play central roles in the way our contemporary world is constructed. Central to this 
view are the notions of ‘post-colonial’ and ‘postcolonial’. McLeod argues that there is a 
central difference between the ‘post-colonial’ and the ’postcolonial’ as the ‘post-colonial’ 
denotes: “...a particular historical period or epoch” (Ibid.) whereas ‘postcolonial’ refers to: 
“...disparate forms of representations, reading practices, attitudes and values” (Ibid.). 
Throughout this project the notion of the ‘postcolonial’ is what will be used. We are thus 
examining representations, attitudes and values, not the historical periods and epochs per se. 
 
Postcolonial Criticism 
 
Through a postcolonial perspective as described in the previous section, this project seeks to 
analyze what may be characterized as non-literary texts as literary. Thus the articles by Eco 
and Žižek and the interview with Benhabib will be analyzed from a critical literary point of 
view with the intention of uncovering and critiquing binary constructions, common sense 
‘truths’ and representations of the ‘other’ embedded within the language of the texts. The 
literary stance taken in this project is formed on the basis of what can be called Postcolonial 
criticism. The field of Postcolonial criticism has had a long and complex history outside of 
Europe and America. It was not until 1989 in British literature that Postcolonial criticism was 
examined and the first critical reading, The Empire Writes Back, was published by Bill 
Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths and Helen Tiffin. Nonetheless Postcolonial criticism has had a 
major impact on cultural analysis. It has brought forth the need to examine the 
interconnections of issues such as race, nation, empire, migration and ethnicity within 
cultures due to how these concepts must be examined and understood in relation to, and how 
they inflict on, each other (Moore-Gilbert, 1997: 6). 
Postcolonial criticism contributes with an examination of the interconnection between 
English literature and the western cultures as underpinning imperialism and the colonial rule 
overseas (Moore-Gilbert, 1997: 8). Moreover, as Bart Moore-Gilbert describes, postcolonial 
criticism has changed the understanding of disciplinary boundaries within the arts of science: 
  
 “Configurations such as ‘colonial discourse analysis’ insist upon the importance of 
studying literature together with history, politics, sociology and other art forms rather 
than in isolation from the multiple material and intellectual contexts which determine its 
production and reception” (Ibid.). 
  
Postcolonial criticism is an interdisciplinary field, and even more fields have been added to 
the list making it even broader than it initially was. One of the achievements was the success 
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of challenging the notion of ‘culture’ in the sense that it: “mediates relations of power as 
effectively, albeit in more indirect and subtle ways, as more public and visible forms of 
oppression” (Ibid.). This means that Postcolonial criticism aims at bringing forth the 
dominant notions in European culture, which influenced the western colonies all over the 
world. This is also visible in the way that Postcolonial critics have worked to break down the 
patterns of representations of subjects and the practices of (neo)colonial power (Ibid.). Justin 
D. Edwards argues that it is in the everyday encounter with language and by deconstructing it 
that power dynamics are exposed: “Exposing discourses of difference is one of the projects of 
postcolonial literature and criticism, a project that is, in this respect, connected to 
poststructuralism” (Edwards, 2008: 18). Edwards thus links the project of postcolonial 
criticism with the key assumptions from post-structuralism, which is the main theory of 
science in this project, due to how cultural common senses presupposes hierarchies, the 
power of the empire and the oppression of the colonized are being exposed through language 
(Moore-Gilbert, 1997: 18).  
What has been outlined above on postcolonial theory and criticism and how the latter is 
especially linked to post-structuralism will mainly be used as a methodological fundament. It 
is with these concepts and on the basis of the perception of the interconnection between the 
colonial rule and today’s discourses on the refugee crisis that we will construct our analytical 
tool. We will add the notion of Deconstruction, which will be elaborated in the following 
section. 
  
Deconstruction 
 
As described in the previous section, Postcolonialism draws on Post-structuralism and 
Deconstruction by, as Edwards asserts, challenging:  
 
“(...) the writing and speech which supports hierarchical divisions, disseminates cultural 
assumptions, furthers the power of empire and contributes to the subjugation of the 
colonized” (Edwards, 2008: 18).  
 
Deconstruction can in this way operate as a critical tool for questioning and identifying the 
hierarchical structures and ideologies embedded in assumptions of ‘truths’ produced by 
discourses. By critically questioning these assumptions, common sense ‘meanings’ and 
‘truths’, one must interrogate the spoken or written languages’ margins, borderlines and 
zones of contestation (Edwards, 2008: 19). Deconstruction also focuses on constructed 
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identities, binary relations and oppositions. Binary identities are oppositional and therefore 
seen as placed in a hierarchical power relation where one will always be in a position of 
power and domination over the ‘other’ (Ibid.). However, even though Deconstruction allows 
for one to identify and be critical of the power hierarchies embedded in binary relations, 
Deconstruction still has its limitations according to some postcolonial critics. Spivak points 
out where Deconstruction fails to operate outside of power. She argues that an asymmetrical 
power hierarchy is still sustained in the binary oppositions, which makes it impossible for one 
to revise or to be free of dominant power structures and therefore impossible to search for 
transformations and/or alternatives (Edwards, 2008: 19-20). We will apply the method of 
Deconstruction keeping in mind that we, too, cannot be free of common sense 
understandings, but because of our awareness of this we argue that it is applicable.  
 
Analytical Tools 
 
In this section we will present our methods of analysis, which we apply in the project. Firstly 
we will introduce and argue for the construction of our analytical tools, which premises they 
have been built upon and the aim of appliance. Secondly we will present our critical 
analytical tool, which consists of two elements, namely: Postcolonial Criticism and 
Deconstruction. 
With Poststructuralism as our point of departure it is through language that social reality, 
identities and social relations are constructed. With this in mind, we will analyze the language 
of three public intellectuals. To do this we have constructed a critical analytical tool. This 
tool is primarily built upon the basic premises of Deconstruction and a semiotic analysis of 
signs. 
With regards to methodological reflections, there are a vast amount of methodological 
guides to work from. These can be seen as insurance to fulfill the academic demands, but this 
can be somewhat problematic. When following a guide there is a chance that the established 
framework will not allow to think ‘outside the box’ - in a sense you lose your autonomy. 
Even though, as we have argued, it can be problematic to work with an already existing 
analytical guide, it is possible to be critical of analyzing by a tailored tool. When tailoring a 
tool, one can always argue that you tailor it to fit with your subjective agendas. This is 
something we are aware of. But still it is productive in the sense that it allows for us to bring 
the different perspectives into account and for us to identify all the present voices in our texts 
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and analyze them on equal ground. On the basis of this we have created our own critical 
analytical tool based on the key premises of Poststructuralism and Postcolonialism. It is an 
interpretive tool which aim is to investigate and challenge the established common-sense 
‘truths’ embedded in language. It is therefore our theoretical knowledge that creates the 
fundament of the critical analytical tool, which will be described in the following sections.  
 
The Critical Analytical Tool 
 
The critical analytical tool consists of two separated but still coherent elements, both 
functioning as insurance for covering each of their field. The two elements are: 1) 
Postcolonial criticism and 2) Deconstruction. 
 
1) Postcolonial Criticism  
 
In line with what we have outlined in the paragraph of theory, this element will be used to 
expose the discourses of difference within a historical context. In this the hierarchical 
divisions, cultural assumptions, the furthering of the power of empire and the contribution to 
the subjugation of the colonized is part of analysis (Edwards, 2008: 18). We will expose this 
through the representations, speech and writing of the public intellectuals. This will be 
executed by looking at how and to whom the public intellectuals attribute meaning to, how 
signs have meaning when in relation to other signs and how they argue through metaphors 
and historical context. 
 
2) Deconstruction  
 
We will use the notion of Deconstruction to question and identify hierarchical power 
structures within the texts produced by the public intellectuals. We will do this by breaking 
down the construction of identities, oppositions, binary- and power relations. By critically 
interrogating these assumptions or common sense ‘truths’ produced by the public 
intellectuals the hierarchical relations will be exposed and challenged. 
Through the appliance of these two elements in the critical postcolonial tool we will 
argue for our interpretations in the analysis. 
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Public Intellectuals 
 
In the following section we will describe the notion of ‘public intellectual’ applied in this 
project. Firstly we will define intellectuals using theory by Said in his work Representations 
of the Intellectual. Secondly we will describe Said’s interpretation of the role of the public 
intellectual. We have applied his theory to understand the role of the public intellectuals.  
 
Said on the Role of the Public Intellectual 
 
The sources that will be analyzed in this project are all sources that we categorize as ‘public 
intellectuals’. We have chosen three public intellectuals on the basis of the proximity of the 
work of these intellectuals to the issue at hand, but also because these intellectuals take part 
in the construction of ‘Europe’, ‘migration’, ‘refugees’ and ‘migrants’.  
According to Said, intellectuals are a part of society representing a faculty with their own 
opinion or attitude private as well as public, constantly balancing between the two. They are: 
 
“(...) individuals with a vocation for the art of representing, whether that is talking, 
writing, teaching, appearing on television. And that vocation is important to the extent 
that it is publicly recognizable and involves both commitment and risk, boldness and 
vulnerability” (Said, 1996: 12-13). 
 
The role of the intellectual is to challenge the status quo and to speak against or question 
corporate thinking, patriotic nationalism and a sense of class, racial or gender privilege. But 
challenging the status quo and to speak against cruelty and repression involves risk and 
commitment, about which Said says: 
  
“Universality means taking a risk in order to go beyond the easy certainties provided us 
by our background, language, nationality, which so often shields us from the reality of 
others. (...) Thus if we condemn an unprovoked act of aggression by an enemy we should 
also be able to do the same when our government invades a weaker party. There are no 
rules by which intellectuals can know what to say or do; nor for the true secular 
intellectual are there any gods to be worshiped and looked to for unwavering guidance” 
(Said, 1996: xiv). 
 
Central to Said’s argument is the idea that intellectuals must take risks and take a critical 
stance, which is also the very task that we find worth striving for. Said illustrates how 
intellectuals are uncompelled and are unpredictable assigned with the responsibility to hold a 
universal and single standard and search for relative independence - despite having affiliation 
to a nation, party or dogma. This idea is at the core of Said’s conception of the intellectual.  
	   14	  
Common sense understandings are central to politics and to the public’s understanding of 
issues and challenges, which occur worldwide. About this, Said asserts that certain phrases 
are essential in dominant discourses. In relation to this, he continues by arguing that the role 
of the intellectual is to challenge these phrases and discourses: 
  
“The intellectual can offer instead a dispassionate account of how identity, tradition and 
the nation are constructed entities, most often in the insidious form of binary oppositions 
that are inevitably expressed as hostile attitudes to the ‘other’” (Said in Small, 2002: 32) 
 
Because of this Said is of the opinion that the role of the intellectual is to offer alternatives to 
the ‘staples of the dominant discourse’, and that their task among others is: “the effort to 
break down the stereotypes and reductive categories that are so limiting to human thought 
and communication” (Said, 1994: xi). They play an important role in unveiling common 
senses and exposing normalized, unseen power. According to Said intellectuals are 
individuals with specific roles in the public sphere and are therefore not merely “a faceless 
professional, a competent member of a class just going about her/his business” (Said, 1994: 
11).  Said insists that they are individuals who are responsible for representing “an attitude, 
philosophy or opinion to, as well as for, the public” (Ibid.) Therefore intellectuals must, to 
some extent, be recognized by the general public as intellectuals. Žižek, Eco and Benhabib, 
whom we have chosen to study, all fit into the category of a ‘public intellectual’ as defined 
above.  
We are aware that the choice of analyzing statements made by contemporary public 
intellectuals also means buying into a particular structure of power in which these people are 
deemed as being ‘intellectuals’. But if we do not recognize the public intellectuals as having 
some sort of influence on their audience it will not be important to be critical of the 
knowledge they produce. However, we do not claim that the representations of ‘Europe’ 
made by public intellectuals are the only ‘true’ representations of Europe, that they are more 
‘genuine’ or ‘real’, or that these representations are the only influential representations of 
‘Europe’. 
  
Our Chosen Public Intellectuals 
 
In the following sections we will introduce the public intellectuals, which we apply in the 
project. Firstly, we will introduce Eco and his article An Uncontrollable Natural 
Phenomenon. Secondly, we will introduce Žižek and his article The Non-existence of 
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Norway. Thirdly we will introduce Benhabib and the article Nobody Wants to be a Refugee in 
which Sławomir Sierakowski interviews her. 
 
Umberto Eco 
 
Eco was born in 1932. He is an Italian essayist, philosopher, literary critic, novelist and 
semiotician, the latter of which he is most well-known: “his ideas on semiotics, 
interpretation, and aesthetics have established his reputation as one of academia’s foremost 
thinkers.” (goodreads, n.d.). Currently, Eco is president of the Scuola Superiore di Studi 
Umanistici (Graduate School for the Study of Humanities), University of Bologna (Umberto 
Eco, n.d.). His published works are of great variation and especially his novel Il nome della 
rosa (The Name of the Rose) from 1980 granted him a status of worldwide fame (Eunic 
Yearbook, 2015: 217) and he has among else been named “one of the finest authors of the 
twentieth century” (goodreads, n.d.). Eco seemingly accomplishes to be well known in the 
academic circle, but also in the general public sphere due to his work being published in 
several news and debate media platforms. Due to his role as a public intellectual his work is 
highly relevant in this project. In his article, An Uncontrollable Natural Phenomenon from 
2001, Eco addresses issues concerning migration in Europe based on his own opinions on the 
matter, which also positions him as a public intellectual. The article is included in The Eunic 
Yearbook of 2014/2015, which aims to look for answers to questions about the current 
refugee crisis in Europe. Although his article is in fact not contemporary, his attempt to 
address the issue of migration is arguably still applicable according to the European Union 
National Institutes for Culture. 
 
Slavoj Žižek 
 
Žižek was born in 1949. He is a Slovenian philosopher, Marxist intellectual and cultural 
critic, calling for “the return to the spirit of the revolutionary potential of Lenin and Karl 
Marx” (big think, n.d). Currently he is a researcher at the Institute for Sociology and 
Philosophy at the University of Ljubljana, Global Distinguished professor of German at New 
York University and international director of the Birkbeck Institute for the humanities (Ibid.). 
His work is interdisciplinary, and he has been highly acknowledged for his work within his 
fields of focus, for which he has been called the “Elvis of philosophy” and an “academic rock 
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star” due to his great status (Ibid.). Due to his broad field of knowledge and the fact that his 
work is mainly published in news and debate platforms, we find him relevant to apply in the 
project in the role of a public intellectual. Žižek addresses the current refugee crisis in his 
article, The Non-Existence of Norway, where he suggests that we should reinvent 
communism, in accordance with his Marxist background, in order to transform the workings 
of global capitalism. His is article, among many others, is based on his positioning and 
attitude towards politics. Due to the great amount of articles written by Žižek on several 
highly political subjects based on own opinions we argue that he functions in the role of a 
public intellectual and is of great relevance to this project.  
 
Seyla Benhabib 
 
Benhabib was born in 1950. She is a Turkish-American philosopher and currently Eugene 
Mayer Professor of Political Science and Philosophy at Yale University, and has been 
director of the program in Ethics, Politics and Economics (Department of Political Science, 
n.d.). She has been highly acknowledged for her contributions to cultural dialogue and 
contemporary thought (Ibid.). Benhabib is Turkish-American, and is therefore to some extent 
a transnational European, but her focus areas in accordance with human rights have been 
directed towards Europe’s handling of the current situation. In the interview Nobody Wants to 
be a Refugee by Sierakowski, Benhabib addresses “The language of mass migration and 
invasion” (Benhabib in Sierakowski, 2015) claiming it to be a stakeholder preventing us to 
“(…) think rationally, calmly, and morally about the refugee crisis” (Ibid). Her focus points 
in relation to the refugee crisis have among others been “(…) the exceptional promise of 
human rights to deliver justice and dignity” (Hayden, 2013), therefore centralizing her focus 
around the rights of refugees. Her role as a lecturer creates an interaction between herself and 
an arguable large group of the public within academia, and her publishing’s, too, are 
interdisciplinary and aim at a broad target group. Benhabib’s role as a philosopher is 
important because philosophy has an impact on the implementation of politics it is of great 
relevance to the public sphere. Benhabib herself applies her philosophical background in a 
political relevance and can therefore be seen as a public intellectual, and therefore we find her 
relevant to include in the project due to her role as a public intellectual.  
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The Role of the Interviewer 
 
In the article, Nobody Wants to be a Refugee, Benhabib is interviewed by Sierakowski, Polish 
sociologist and political commentator. He is founder and leader of Krytyka Polityczna 
(Political Critique), an Eastern European movement of liberal intellectuals, artists and 
activists, with branches in Ukraine and Russia. It is important to be aware of the fact that 
observable characteristics of the interviewer can influence the answers of the interviewee. 
Therefore it can be assumed that even though Benhabib’s answers are comprehensive, the 
structures, type and language of questions have an impact on the interview and her answers 
too. The questions have been framed, more or less intentionally, in specific ways, which 
influences Benhabib’s answers. An example of this is when Sierakowski asks: “Who are the 
people who are coming to Europe now? What should we call them?” (Sierakowski, 2015). 
Sierakowski is in his question already constructing binaries when asking what ‘we’ should 
call ‘them’, which arguably frames Benhabib’s answers to construct the same categories 
when asked in this way. Sierakowski also asks: “Why do we fear otherness?” (Ibid.). When 
asking in this way Sierakowski is of the assumption that ‘we’ in fact do fear ‘otherness’ (in 
this relation; ‘migrants’ and ‘refugees’) and whilst he is reproducing these binaries he is also 
connotes ‘otherness’ as something to be feared; affecting Benhabib’s answer in this framing. 
Another aspect is how Sierakowski applies the terms ‘refugees’ and ‘migrants’. He uses the 
term ‘migrant’ when asking about Europe’s responsibility whilst using the term ‘refugee’ 
when it comes to the responsibility of countries outside of Europe. The distinction between 
the two is important, since there are certain obligations towards ‘refugees’ and not ‘migrants’ 
and by using these categories he could be framing Benhabib’s answers in relation to these 
obligations. We argue that these points are essential when analyzing Benhabib’s statements, 
but it is not something we will attain to, but we will merely be aware of this, in the analysis.  
 
The Role of Eco, Žižek and Benhabib 
 
In this section we will highlight the ways in which Eco, Žižek and Benhabib have contributed 
to this project and why their roles as public intellectuals are of importance. In our final 
section we will reflect upon our own positioning and how this influences our argumentation 
with regards to the texts we have chosen to analyze. 
Eco, Benhabib and Žižek all contribute to this project in their positioning as public 
intellectuals. All three of them contribute to the public sphere with their opinions particularly 
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on politics. Our decision to analyze written work by Eco and Žižek and an interview with 
Benhabib was due to the fact that although they present their own opinions, they represent far 
more than merely this. They have all been granted a high status in their field of interests and 
knowledge and all three get their work published in news and debate platforms - aiming at a 
large group of the public sphere. In this way their work, ideas, knowledge and statements are 
both acknowledged and criticized, which serves to have an impact on discourses in society. 
All three have different methods of argumentation and they serve to bring forth variation on 
the topic through their positions within discourses of difference. This leads to a nuanced 
discussion on the topic in this project as they all contribute in each their way, all challenging 
political agendas and current discourses. All the while, we must be aware of their positioning. 
Žižek and Eco write within a European context because of their European origin whilst 
Benhabib’s perspective is located outside of Europe due to her Turkish and American 
background, which geographically places them in the so-called western part of the world. 
This, along with their field of studies, will have an impact on their writings and perspectives.  
 
Our Positioning 
 
Since language produces ‘truths’ about the world, it is also necessary that we are aware of our 
own position, and how we as academics, may (re)produce these very discourses that we try to 
be critical of. What do we bring to the table and how does our position influence our 
argumentation? We are aware of the fact that we are geographically located in Europe, which 
is in the so-called western part of the world. This means that we as students are located and 
working within western academic discourses. This is also part of the motivation for us to 
challenge these very discourses because we encounter them in our everyday life albeit they 
are so subtle that it is not everyone who even notices them. It is in the context of and in 
relation with our subject study that this becomes clear to us. The aim of this project is not to 
come up with solutions to the refugee crisis or to find alternatives to the already established 
ways of categorizing and constructing meaning. Instead the agenda is to expose these 
categories and power relations and how the heritage of the colonial still has a large impact on 
how the world is structured today. 
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Analysis 
 
The analysis is structured by three themes. The three themes are: The ‘Tolerant Europe’ and 
the ‘Other’, The ‘Demanding Refugee’ and The ‘Responsible Europe’, and lastly Migration 
as Inevitable. The themes operate as a structure for the analysis in order to answer the 
problem statement. The first two themes are based on the categories of ‘Europe’ and the 
‘refugees’ and how these categories are constructed in relation to each other. The third theme 
brings forth the contextual aspects of the refugee crisis, migration and globalization.   
 
The ‘Tolerant Europe’ and the ‘Other’ 
 
The notion of tolerance is a theme for both Eco and Žižek who directly address it in their 
articles. Benhabib also articulates it, but not as explicitly as Žižek and Eco do. They have 
different perspectives and take on this notion, which we will analyze in the following.  
Eco uses the term uncontrolled intolerance. To him, this extreme variety of intolerance of 
migration and immigration is what leads to a tendency towards a generalization of all 
migrants: 
  
“Uncontrolled intolerance is based on a categorical short circuit that is then leased out to 
every future racist doctrine: if some of the Albanians who have come to Italy in recent 
years have become thieves and prostitutes (and this is true), then all Albanians are 
thieves and prostitutes” (Eco in Eunic Yearbook, 2015: 215). 
  
When people generalize in the way that Eco refers to, a categorization occurs of the ‘other’ as 
being different from a categorization of ‘us’, which is fueled by uncontrolled intolerance. 
This is a binary, oppositional relation, which is a social construction made through language. 
It is this discourse of difference, which is part of creating a hierarchical power relation 
constructed by the ‘us’ - the category in the dominant position in the binary. Intolerance 
occurs due to the discourse of difference and by the hierarchical power relation constructed 
through the binaries. On one hand, this intolerance leads to the discussion about whether or 
not nations should close their borders, but on the other hand a question of moral 
responsibility arises. The fact is, as Eco declares, whether Europe wants it or not, migration is 
a reality which Europe is facing.         
In relation to this, Žižek criticizes the idea of tolerance towards the ‘other’: 
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“We can never be tolerant enough, or we are always already too tolerant. The only way 
to break this deadlock is to move beyond mere tolerance: we should offer others not just 
our respect, but the prospect of joining them in a common struggle, since our problems 
today are problems we share” (Žižek, 2015). 
  
When saying that we should move beyond mere tolerance, Žižek is addressing the notion of 
tolerance as problematic, as it creates a relationship of inequality where the ‘tolerating’ are in 
a powerful position. The ‘tolerated’ are in an inferior position since ‘we’ should and are in 
the (privileged) position to tolerate ‘them’ and not the other way around. What is interesting 
in this quote is that in only one sentence, Žižek breaks down the binaries of ‘us’ and ‘them’. 
The binaries of ‘we’ and ‘others’ in the beginning of the sentence are unified in the end of his 
sentence when he uses terms like a common struggle, ‘our’ problems and ‘we’ share. As such 
he unifies the existing binaries of ‘Europeans’ and ‘refugees’ and positions himself critical 
towards the existing discourse of difference. Although Žižek articulates the need for uniting 
during the crisis, he too is articulating a discourse where the binary of ‘us’ and ‘them’ is 
constructed, but one which needs to be deconstructed through an act of solidarity. The issue 
is that these binaries are not united since the conditions for these two categories are very 
different. The division between the categories is then maintained, which is what he himself is 
critical of. Furthermore Žižek categorizes freedom as a Western European privilege: 
  
“If a woman chooses to cover her face, her choice must be respected; if she chooses not 
to cover her face, her freedom not to do so must be guaranteed. Such rules privilege the 
Western European way of life, but that is the price to be paid for European hospitality” 
(Ibid.). 
  
Žižek is locating a problem by clarifying a difference between the ‘Western European’ way 
of life and an opposition hereof, namely the way of life of those fleeing to Europe. He 
positions freedom as a Western European value, and therefore freedom is automatically not a 
value of the ‘non-Europeans’. Žižek attributes freedom to be solely European with 
connotations such as privilege, but in a ‘non-European’ perception he states it to be a price to 
be paid, which is negatively connoted due to Žižek’s choice of words, even though the 
guarantee of freedom should be positive to attain. So although Žižek criticizes the notion of 
tolerance, he also adheres to tolerance by stating that Europe should not accept refugees who 
will not adapt to a ‘Western European’ way of life, merely without applying the exact notion 
of tolerance.  
Eco writes about the origin of the notion of intolerance: “[It] has biological roots, (...) it 
is based on emotional reactions that are often superficial – we cannot bear those that are 
different from us” (Eco in Eunic Yearbook, 2015: 214). Here difference is, as Eco describes 
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it, usually noticed in categorizations of the physical and visible of ‘us’ and ‘them’, which are 
social constructions. Eco argues that intolerance itself comes before any doctrine, which 
means that a construction of a discourse of difference, where the binaries of ‘us’ are 
constructed in opposition to ‘them’, can only derive from intolerance and not the actual 
doctrine. Thus, in order for this doctrine to exist, there must necessarily be intolerance 
present in the first place (Eco in Eunic Yearbook, 2015: 214-215). One must talk outside the 
notion of tolerance and intolerance in order to escape this discourse of difference where a 
hierarchical power structure is embedded. This too is what Žižek attempts but in some 
aspects fails to accomplish since he reproduces categories of ‘us’ and ‘them’. There is a need 
for an alternative way of talking about and understanding the world, instead of doing so 
through already existing binary categories. Eco elaborates on this: 
  
“Therefore uncontrolled intolerance has to be beaten at the roots, through constant 
education that starts from earliest infancy, before it is written down in a book, and before 
it becomes a behavioural ‘skin’ that is too thick and too tough” (Eco in Eunic Yearbook, 
2001: 216) 
  
Eco argues that we must combat intolerance before it becomes uncontrolled intolerance. 
Intolerance is, according to Eco, something universal and it exists to different degrees. Our 
perception of ‘reality’ is in fact one we as human beings have constructed, and therefore 
needs to be reconstructed in order to deconstruct the notion of ‘us’ and ‘them’ when talking 
about refugees. The problem at hand is that when Eco writes: to be beaten by the roots, these 
roots are beyond deep, embedded in ideology, and have been constructed through years 
within discourses of difference. In accordance with this, Benhabib highlights how our 
articulation of, and language about the refugee crisis, is part of the reason why people are 
reacting the way they are: 
  
“I think that the language of mass migration, of invasion, produces morally and 
politically charged terms that create fear, which does not enable us to think rationally, 
calmly, and morally about the situation” (Benhabib in Sierakowski, 2015). 
  
According to Benhabib, language produces the way we perceive and what we associate with 
‘refugees’. In other words, we are constructing a ‘reality’, which may create fear of the 
refugee crisis. When ‘refugees’ are categorized as what is opposite to ‘Europeans’ then the 
‘refugees’ are perceived as a threat. Fear, then, is equivalent to migration and is the reason we 
do not think rationally and morally. Benhabib indicates that the contemporary handling of the 
situation is in fact the opposite: namely irrational and immoral. 
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Categorizations of the ‘Other’ 
 
There is seemingly a constant need to categorize the people coming to Europe in order to be 
able to decide upon whether or not ‘Europe’ has obligations towards ‘refugees’. Benhabib 
addresses categorization: 
  
“There is a lot of discussion over this terminology, whether we should call them refugees 
or migrants (…) the reason there is so much dispute in European public opinion about 
refugees and migrants is the assumption that we do not have any special obligations 
towards migrants, but we have special obligations towards refugees” (Benhabib in 
Sierakowski, 2015). 
  
Benhabib comments on the assumption that ‘we’ (the ‘West’) do not have ‘obligations’ to 
help ‘migrants’ in contrast to ‘refugees’ where she entitles ‘Europe’ with a responsibility 
towards the ‘other’ who is in urgent need of help. Benhabib is in fact addressing a conception 
of a common sense, which is infested in the discourse of difference between ‘Europe’ and 
‘non-Europe’. She is attempting to clarify why ‘Europe’ as a unit wishes to categorize these 
people, but she is, at the same time, attempting to deconstruct these categories by exposing 
the blurred lines between the two. She continues:  
 
“(...) international law gives protection to refugees and not migrants, yet what we see not 
just in Europe, but the world over, is that these categories are inadequate in dealing with 
realities” (Ibid.).  
 
It seems that Benhabib, in clarifying the distinction between the two categories, is actually 
stressing the need to re-evaluate the use and understanding of the two categories, which were 
defined in the 1951 Refugee Convention, thus the existing categories do not cover all 
nuances. She proposes that these categories are inadequate in dealing with the refugee crisis. 
In continuation, she states that in spite of this need to divide individuals into these two 
categories, “migrants and refugees become the unwanted, the others” (Ibid.), thus placing 
them in the same category, namely the ‘other’. 
The notions of intolerance and tolerance are perceived as problematic by all three 
intellectuals albeit they have different ways of working with them. To them they are 
embedded in the language through categories and binaries but also in the ideology and 
history. Fear of the ‘other’ arises because of the way we use symbols when we talk of the 
‘other’. It is thus essential to all three public intellectuals that we move beyond the notion of 
mere tolerance in order to talk outside of the established categories.   
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The ‘Demanding Refugee’ and the ‘Responsible Europe’? 
 
The public intellectuals all try, in different ways, to criticize the binary opposition between 
‘Europe’ and the ‘refugees’ or ‘migrants’, but when doing so they are actually contributing to 
this discourse of difference by addressing it. For example, as stated earlier, Žižek writes that 
there is a price to be paid by the ‘refugees’ in order to achieve European hospitality, which 
represents the ‘refugees’ as the subordinates who must pay a price. While placing ‘Europe’ 
and ‘hospitality’ together, he represents ‘Europe’ as superior and in a position as able to save 
the ‘others’. Žižek presents the ‘refugees’ as demanding towards ‘Europe’: 
  
“They assert their dreams as their unconditional right, and demand from the European 
authorities not only proper food and medical care but also transportation to the 
destination of their choice. There is something enigmatically utopian in this demand: as if 
it were the duty of Europe to realise their dreams (…). It is precisely when people find 
themselves in poverty, distress and danger – when we’d expect them to settle for a 
minimum of safety and wellbeing – that their utopianism becomes most intransigent” 
(Žižek, 2015). 
  
In this quotation the ‘refugees’ are presented as utopian in their demands. Žižek places the 
‘refugees’ in a position where they cannot expect that ‘Europe’ will meet these intransigent 
utopian demands. Instead he argues that the ‘refugees’ must accept the destination, which 
‘Europe’ has decided to allocate them to:  
 
“(…) it should also be made clear to them that they must accept the destination allocated 
to them by the European authorities, and that they will have to respect the laws and social 
norms of European states” (Ibid.).  
 
A power relation is present in the categories of ‘Europe’ and the ‘refugees’, since ‘Europe’ is 
in a position to allocate the ‘refugees’. The ‘refugees’ are in an inferior position where they 
must ‘accept’ their allocation and at the same time respect the social norms in Europe. 
Benhabib, on the other hand, speaks from a different position than Žižek. Instead of 
articulating the demands of the refugees, she tries to create identification with, and sympathy 
for, the people fleeing: “Nobody wants to be a refugee. People don’t just put their children 
on a boat and watch them die. I think we should have some more sympathy for what these 
people are undergoing” (Benhabib in Sierakowski, 2015). Benhabib positions herself as 
critical towards the discourse about the people who are fleeing and categorizes ‘them’ as 
being in need of help, contrary to Žižek’s claim that they demand help. However, she still 
creates an ‘us’ and ‘them’ binary by stating that ‘we’ should have more sympathy for what 
‘they’ are undergoing. Therefore it can be argued that it is unavoidable for Benhabib not to 
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talk of the refugees as the ‘others’ and the ones not being ‘refugees’ as more privileged and 
thus in a more powerful position. 
While the refugees are constructed as either in need of help or demanding help there is 
also a construction of ‘Europe’ as responsible for solving the refugee crisis by both Žižek and 
Benhabib. Žižek states the importance of recognizing the conditions in the countries where 
the ‘refugees’ come from: 
 
“If we really want to stem the flow of refugees, then, it is crucial to recognise that most 
of them come from ‘failed states’, where public authority is more or less inoperative: 
Syria, Iraq, Libya, Somalia, DRC and so on. This disintegration of state power is not a 
local phenomenon but a result of international politics and the global economic system, 
in some cases – like Libya and Iraq – a direct outcome of Western intervention” (Žižek, 
2015). 
 
Žižek represents the ‘West’ as responsible because it is Western intervention that has created 
these more or less inoperative (failed) states. The ‘West’ is in opposition to the inoperative 
states since they have the power to intervene in those states. Again, Žižek articulates a 
colonial discourse, where the ‘Western world’, much like earlier colonial powers, considers 
itself in a dominating position, and therefore has the right to intervene in these countries. This 
representation of ‘Europe’ as responsible for the refugee crisis is elaborated upon by Žižek: 
“Europe must reassert its commitment to provide for the dignified treatment of the refugees” 
(Ibid.). This can again be linked to the European colonial heritage, where the European 
responsibility to provide for the dignified treatment of the ‘refugees’ is a way to remedy their 
past interventions. 
Benhabib also addresses the responsibility towards the refugees: 
 
“The United States, the United Kingdom, France are countries who are still actively 
militarily involved in these regions in some way or another, and they have a 
responsibility towards the refugee problem. I’m very disappointed by the reaction of the 
United States and I’m very disappointed by the United Nations. I think this is not just 
Europe’s burden, and it is not just Europe’s responsibility. All countries involved in this 
region, in the conflict, have to come to the table” (Benhabib in Sierakowski, 2015) 
 
Again ‘Western countries’, which are militarily active in the problem areas, are constructed 
as responsible. She emphasizes how this is not only a responsibility of ‘Europe’, but that all 
involved countries are responsible for solving what she terms as the refugee problem. In 
addition, Žižek also describes the responses and responsibilities of the neighboring countries: 
 
“It has not escaped notice that the wealthiest countries in the Middle East (Saudi Arabia, 
Kuwait, the Emirates, Qatar) have been much less open to refugees than the not so rich 
(Turkey, Egypt, Iran etc). Saudi Arabia has even returned ‘Muslim’ refugees to Somalia. 
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Is this because Saudi Arabia is a fundamentalist theocracy which cannot tolerate foreign 
intruders? Yes, but Saudi Arabia’s dependence on oil revenues makes it a fully integrated 
economic partner of the West. There should be serious international pressure on Saudi 
Arabia (and Kuwait and Qatar and the Emirates) to accept a large contingent of the 
refugees, especially since, by supporting the anti-Assad rebels, the Saudis bear a measure 
of responsibility for the current situation in Syria” (Žižek, 2015). 
 
Žižek questions why the wealthier countries like Saudi Arabia have not received any refugees 
in contrast to the not so rich Middle Eastern countries. This also constructs a binary relation 
between Middle Eastern countries, where, even though they are more similar in culture, they 
respond differently to the refugee crisis. Žižek acts surprised by the fact that Saudi Arabia has 
even returned ‘Muslim’ refugees. Therefore it seems that Žižek is of the opinion that being 
religiously closer should mean that countries like Saudi Arabia would be more open to 
‘refugees’, which are Muslims.  
When Žižek talks of the binary opposition between ‘Europe’ and the ‘refugees’ he argues 
that the ‘refugees’ is in an inferior position in relation to ‘Europe’ and must pay a price and 
adhere to European values in order to achieve European hospitality. Žižek presents the 
‘refugees’ as demanding towards ‘Europe’ in their expectations that their utopian dreams will 
be realized in Europe. In opposition to this Benhabib presents the ‘refugees’ as in need of 
help and not of demanding it. Although the ‘refugees’ are in need of help they are still 
inferior to ‘Europe’, which she argues is responsible for helping and solving the refugee 
problem. Žižek also asserts the responsibility of the ‘West’ in solving the crisis, because of 
their military interventions in the so-called failed states. The constructions of ‘Europe’ as 
superior in relation to the ‘refugees’ can be linked to ‘Europe’s’ colonial heritage, especially 
in connection to current military interventions.  
 
Migration as Inevitable 
 
In Eco’s article migration is largely constructed as being inevitable and metaphorized as 
being a natural phenomenon. This construction is seen throughout the text, but in particular in 
the following quotation: “there is certainly an unstoppable flow from the south to the north 
(as Africans and Middle Easterners head for Europe)” (Eco in Eunic Yearbook, 2015: 212). 
The flow metaphor emphasizes Eco’s argument of constancy and inevitability. A flow is 
constant and comes from a metaphorical domain of nature and water. In addition, Eco uses 
non-capitalized forms of ‘south’ and ‘north’, which contrasts the capitalized forms of 
‘Africans’, ‘Middle Easterners’ and ‘Europeans’. Most commonly non-capitalized forms of 
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‘north’ and ‘south’ will refer to geographical locations whereas capitalized forms refer to the 
social, political and ‘cultural’ constructs of ‘the North’ and ‘the South’. By using non-
capitalized forms of ‘north’ and ‘south’, Eco creates a contrast between the geographical 
locations of north and south and the people constructed as ‘Europeans’, ‘Africans’ and 
‘Middle Easterners’ who migrate to or from the geographical locations of ‘north’ and ‘south’. 
The argument of migration as natural is also present when Eco writes (about migration): 
“Violent or pacific as it may be, it is like a natural phenomenon: it happens and no one can 
control it” (Ibid.). Eco’s argument of inevitability is based on the assumption that there is a 
distinction to be made between natural phenomena, which we cannot control, and social 
phenomena, which are controllable. Thus, in Eco’s view, migration is natural and 
uncontrollable and immigration is social and controllable. This view is particularly visible 
when Eco writes: “(... )as I have said, immigration can be controlled politically, but like 
natural phenomena, migration cannot be” (Ibid.). In addition, Eco uses a personification of 
the ‘Third World’ to strengthen his argument: “the Third World is knocking at our doors, and 
it will come in even if we are not in agreement” (Ibid.). Here, Eco strengthens the impact of 
his argument by personifying the ‘Third World’, but also by metaphorizing ‘Europe’ as a 
house with doors. In addition, Eco uses the pronoun ‘it’ to refer to ‘The Third World’, thus 
‘The Third World’ is not a man or a woman, but a thing or an entity entering Europe whether 
Europe wants it or not. 
The construction of migration as ‘inevitable’ and is something that is also present in 
Žižek’s article and in the interview of Benhabib on the current crisis. This can, for example, 
be seen in the following quotation from Žižek’s text: 
  
“Refugees are the price we pay for a globalised economy in which commodities – but not 
people – are permitted to circulate freely. The idea of porous borders, of being inundated 
by foreigners, is immanent to global capitalism. The migrations in Europe are not 
unique” (Žižek, 2015). 
 
Žižek thus argues that migration is a fundamental part of the current globalized economy and 
through this the existence of refugees in a sense becomes inevitable. In this quote Žižek also 
uses a commodity-metaphor in that refugees are the price we pay. In this way the refugees, 
too, are constructed as being commodities, even though Žižek argues that people are not 
commodities. In addition, Žižek makes use of both a discourse of geopolitical pertinence and 
difference, which can be seen in the following quotation: 
 
“The anti-immigrant populist also knows very well that, left to themselves, people in 
Africa and the Middle East will not succeed in solving their own problems and changing 
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their societies. Why not? Because we in Western Europe are preventing them from doing 
so. It was Western intervention in Libya that threw the country into chaos. It was the US 
attack on Iraq that created the conditions for the rise of Islamic State. The ongoing civil 
war in the Central African Republic between the Christian south and the Muslim north is 
not just an explosion of ethnic hatred, it was triggered by the discovery of oil in the 
north: France and China are fighting for the control of resources through their proxies” 
(Ibid.). 
 
By utilizing the categories of ‘North Americans’ and  ‘Western Europeans’ Žižek reproduces 
a discourse of geopolitical pertinence; categories that he appears to use to actively further his 
own argument of critique of the ‘West’. In addition, Žižek’s plea to make ‘others’ accept the 
current migration situation bears resemblance to the quote by Eco mentioned earlier in which 
Eco argues that the Third World is knocking at our doors. 
In the interview with Benhabib, she comments on the notion of impossibilism (Benhabib 
in Sierakowski, 2015). Impossibilism, or what Benhabib prefers to term as ‘a state of 
exception’, is used by states: “(...) to escape their obligations under international and 
European law” (Benhabib in Sierakowski). Benhabib thus argues that impossibilism serves a 
particular political purpose, which is exemplified in the following quotation: 
 
“In countries like Hungary, as well as France, the UK, and maybe to a lesser degree 
Germany, there are significant right-wing groups that have emerged in opposition to 
migration and the EU, and this mood is being exploited by many forces” (Ibid.). 
  
The notions of impossibilism and inevitability can be interpreted as representing the two 
contrasting political standpoints central to the debate present in the refugee crisis. The 
inevitability argument as used by Eco can be connected to those who argue for porous 
borders, international solutions and the obedience of international laws. The argument of 
impossibilism, on the other hand, refers to those who evoke a un-integrability argument in 
which the ‘refugee’ or ‘migrant’ is constructed as being fundamentally different and 
detrimental to the societies that they migrate to; a construction, which enables policies of 
closed borders and rejection of ‘migrants’. In essence, impossiblism deals with ideas of 
impossibility with regard to integration, multiculturalism, understanding and tolerance. These 
outer points are also exemplified in the following quotation by Žižek in which he presents the 
opposition between ‘left liberals’ and ‘anti-immigrant populists’:  
 
“Public opinion is sharply divided. Left liberals express their outrage that Europe is 
allowing thousands to drown in the Mediterranean: Europe, they say, should show 
solidarity and throw open its doors. Anti-immigrant populists say we need to protect our 
way of life: foreigners should solve their own problems. Both solutions sound bad (...)” 
(Žižek, 2015). 
 
	   28	  
Here, Žižek constructs two ends of the debate, or two extremes. In one end there are the ‘left 
liberals’ who believe in open borders, and at the other end there are the ‘anti-immigrant 
populists’ who wish to protect their way of life and therefore not engage in helping the 
‘refugees’, who then implicitly would change their way of life. He argues that both extremes 
do not generate solutions and thus argues for finding a middle ground between the two. The 
two established categories show some of the general reactions towards the refugee crisis. The 
‘left liberalists’ reactions are of sympathy and solidarity towards the ‘refugees’, while the 
‘anti-immigrant populists’ react out of fear of losing their cultural identity and will try to 
protect their (European) way of life. 
 
Fear of ‘Otherness’ 
 
As stated earlier, the public intellectuals all construct migration as something that is 
inevitable, and something that can change the established cultures. When Benhabib is asked 
about the fear of ‘otherness’ and why European countries act so differently towards the 
refugee crisis, her response is that there is no straight answer to this question:  
 
“Countries like Slovakia or Hungary are small nations in the heart of Europe who fear 
that they will lose their own identity. But Iceland is all the more remarkable, because like 
Hungary and Slovakia, it is also a very homogeneous country. Perhaps the people of 
Iceland are themselves trying to expand their self-understanding: what does it mean to be 
a citizen of Iceland if you are Libyan, if you are Afghani?” (Benhabib in Sierakowski, 
2015). 
  
Here Benhabib presents two different reasons for the way that European countries react. In 
the first example with Hungary and Slovakia, she is equating the fear of ‘otherness’ with fear 
of losing their identity, while for Iceland there is no such fear of ‘otherness’ as they wish to 
expand their self-understanding. What can be drawn from this is that, according to Benhabib, 
the incoming refugees will have an effect on the ‘national identity’ or national self-
understanding. The response by the mentioned countries is then linked to whether the 
countries fear this loss of identity or see it as an opportunity to expand their self-
understanding, and is not linked to whether the country was homogenous in the first place. 
Benhabib gives one further example of this:  
  
“Some countries like Sweden and Norway, which are very homogeneous as well, have 
been successful in creating a post-national multicultural identity. Denmark, on the other 
hand, is just as defensive as Slovakia. I’m not sure that anyone can explain this well” 
(Ibid.) 
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Benhabib presents Sweden and Norway as successful of expanding their self-understanding 
because of their ability to create a post-national, multicultural identity instead of being 
defensive like Denmark and Slovakia. A binary relation is thus created between the countries: 
those who are open to a post-national multicultural identity and those who defend their 
national, homogenous identity. 
Žižek links the European reaction towards the refugees to Elisabeth Kübler-Ross’ 
schema on learning that we have a terminal illness from her study On Death and Dying: 
  
“First there is denial: ‘It’s not so serious, let’s just ignore it’ (we don’t hear much of this 
any longer). Then there is anger – how can this happen to me? – which explodes when 
denial is no longer plausible: ‘Refugees are a threat to our way of life; Muslim 
fundamentalists are hiding among them; they have to be stopped!’ There is bargaining: 
‘OK, let’s decide on quotas; let them have refugee camps in their own countries.’ There 
is depression: ‘We are lost, Europe is turning into Europastan!’ What we haven’t yet seen 
is Kübler-Ross’s fifth stage, acceptance, which in this case would involve the drawing up 
of an all-European plan to deal with the refugees” (Žižek, 2015). 
  
Here, the fear of ‘otherness’ appears, where ‘refugees’ are seen as a threat to ‘our’ way of 
life, which will change ‘Europe’ into ‘Europastan’. This is similar to Benhabib’s argument 
that the incoming refugees will change the ‘national identity’, which is a categorization that 
creates a uniform conceptualization of the people who pertain to a particular nation. Other 
than constructing the opposition of ‘refugees’ and ‘Europe’, Žižek also constructs a binary 
opposition between ‘Europe’ and ‘Muslim fundamentalists’, who might be hiding among the 
‘refugees’ and in this way are represented as a bigger threat to the European way of life. 
 
Porous Borders 
 
The idea of a closed Europe or controlled national borders is something Benhabib believes to 
be a myth: “(...) we are now living in a situation of crisis that is generating or attempting to 
generate the myth of those borders as controlled – but this is only a myth” (Benhabib in 
Sierakowski, 2015). Controlled borders are presented as a myth and not a physical ‘reality’ 
and are therefore in this sense a social construction. According to Benhabib the social 
construction of controlled borders is generated as a reaction to the crisis in effort to convince 
people that the influx of refugees can be controlled. She argues that having porous borders is 
“(...) the only viable way in which nations can co-exist” (Ibid.). Porous borders are according 
to Benhabib:  
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“(...) a theory that recognizes the moral and legal rights of human beings to move across 
borders, and yet at the same time, also acknowledges that there is a public authority that 
is responsible for the territory of the settled population” (Ibid.).  
 
It is important that the idea of porous borders makes it possible not only for refugees but for 
all people to move freely across borders. The direct opposition to controlled borders is the 
idea of open borders, which Benhabib also presents as unrealistic: “how can we have open 
borders without a world state? None of us wants a world state because we don’t believe that 
it can guarantee democratic self-governance” (Ibid.). The idea of open-borders is presented 
as being unable to uphold democratic self-governance. What can be interpreted is, that there 
is no proof at the moment for an accountable governing alternative. So when Benhabib is 
asked if porous borders are what we are witnessing now due to the refugee crisis, she argues 
that, like controlled borders, porous borders are currently not a reality:  
 
“Clearly, the state system and state bureaucracy are failing to deal with the dimensions of 
the problem. If the borders are porous, why are refugees who want to reach Germany not 
being granted access?” (Ibid.). 
 
Even though she presents porous borders as the only viable solution it is currently not 
possible to others than ‘us’. The theory of porous borders fits with Benhabib’s construction of 
the expansion to a post-national multicultural identity as successful since controlled borders 
and a homogenous national identity are presented as unrealistic. What can then be concluded 
from this part of the analysis is that European identity, from Benhabib’s point of view, is 
something that will be changed by the refugee crisis or migration, thus in agreement with 
Eco’s argument on migration as inevitable, showing how Eco’s argument is still relevant in a 
present context. Since controlled borders are a myth the current national identities will be 
replaced by more multicultural national identities. 
 
Migration and Globalization 
 
As argued earlier Žižek links migration to the global economy and how it is immanent to 
global capitalism, which  he is very critical towards: 
 
“Without a transformation in the workings of global capitalism, non-European refugees 
will soon be joined by migrants from Greece and other countries within the Union. When 
I was young, such an organised attempt at regulation was called communism. Maybe we 
should reinvent it. Maybe this is, in the long term, the only solution” (Žižek, 2015). 
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He blames global capitalism for the increasing global migration, suggesting that a 
transformation is needed to turn this course around, maybe by reinventing communism, 
which probably is connected to his Marxist background. Unlike Benhabib, who presents a 
multicultural identity as the future of European countries, Žižek argues that we should 
preserve what he presents as European values and have certain rules and regulations 
concerning incoming refugees and migrants. Like Benhabib he presents the idea of open 
borders as unrealistic:  
 
“The greatest hypocrites are those who call for open borders. They know very well this 
will never happen: it would instantly trigger a populist revolt in Europe. They play the 
beautiful soul, superior to the corrupted world while continuing to get along in it” (Ibid.).  
 
Žižek’s critique of open borders is different from that of Benhabib. He does not see the lack 
of an alternative way of governing as the issue, but believes it would cause a populist revolt 
in Europe. He thus constructs a binary between those who believe in open-borders in contrast 
to ‘the public of Europe’ who would not agree with an open borders solution. At the same 
time, he argues that national sovereignty is something that will be radically redefined:  
 
“Humankind should get ready to live in a more ‘plastic’ and nomadic way. One thing is 
clear: national sovereignty will have to be radically redefined and new methods of global 
co-operation and decision-making devised” (Ibid.). 
 
This is in alignment with Benhabib’s argument on porous borders and how national identity 
will change.   
Both of the public intellectuals views can be linked to the process of globalization. As 
Hall states in his article, The local and the global: Globalization and Ethnicity, the nation-
state is, due to the processes of globalization, under pressure and the notions of national 
identity, national formation and national economy is coming to an end (Hall, 1997: 22). 
According to Hall we are, on a global scale, moving towards a global-mass culture, which is 
centered in the West and is homogenous, with a general American conception of the world 
(Hall, 1997: 28). This development can be compared to Žižek’s argument on preserving 
European values with emphasis on the right to freedom and Benhabib’s argument on 
preserving democratic self-governance, since both of these values are linked to that of the 
‘Western world’. 
According to Eco, migration is something that can be traced throughout history, and has 
changed the culture as it has happened in New York City or some Latin American countries 
(Eco in Eunic Yearbook, 2015: 210). America, for example, is a continent where Europeans 
	   32	  
came to and completely changed the culture. This is what Eco believes will happen in Europe 
at some point: “So, the future of Europe holds a phenomenon of this kind, and no racist or 
backward-looking reactionary will be able to prevent it” (Ibid.). This is similar to Benhabib’s 
point of view, where we will be facing a more multicultural society, but in contrast to Žižek’s 
idea of preserving European values. Eco does not particularly say what will happen but, in 
time, a change of the European identity or culture will be inevitable. 
Migration is perceived by the three public intellectuals as inevitable and as a natural 
result of globalization. Eco argues that immigration is social and controllable. Although all 
three take on the inevitability argument Benhabib and Žižek stress that there are two 
conflicting political standpoints; ‘left liberals’ and ‘anti-immigrant populists’. Also a binary 
of countries open to a post-national multicultural identity and countries defending their 
national identity is constructed. Porous borders are, according to Benhabib, a solution in 
order for nation states to coexist and yet porous borders are currently not possible. Žižek does 
not necessarily position himself in opposition to the idea that nations can co-exist, but he 
stresses the importance of preserving European values whereas Eco and Benhabib argue that 
a change in the culture of the nation states is inevitable. 
Discussion 
 
In the following we will discuss and problematize the findings in the analysis. Firstly, on the 
basis of Bhambra’s article Postcolonial Europe, or Understanding Europe in Times of the 
Postcolonial, we wish to discuss the public intellectuals’ constructions of Europe in a 
postcolonial perspective. Secondly, on the basis of Long’s When refugees stopped being 
migrants: Movement, labour and humanitarian protection and Spivak’s notion of ‘epistemic 
violence’ we will discuss the categories of ‘refugee’ and ‘migrant’ and how these categories 
may enable or disenable the voices of refugees and migrants. Thirdly, we wish to discuss the 
role of the three public intellectuals Eco, Žižek and Benhabib and whether they live up to 
Said’s task of the intellectual. Finally we will bring the discussion into a broader perspective 
about the influence of public intellectuals in general and also our role as academics. 
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Constructions of ‘Europe’ in a Postcolonial Perspective 
 
In the following section we will discuss the construction of ‘Europe’ in a postcolonial 
perspective. Bhambra argues that Europe’s history of colonialism and imperialism in 
accounts of European identity has not received enough attention. As Bhambra points out: 
“Defining Europe, as with any project of identity construction, is necessarily a political and 
contested exercise” (Bhambra, 2009: 69), which is the case with the three public intellectuals 
who all have different understandings of European identity and in some cases conflicting 
understandings.  
Our postcolonial approach to discuss European identity is to deconstruct these 
understandings, which can be done, as Bhambra puts it, by recognizing the particularities of 
‘Europe’ and the ‘others’, in this case the ‘refugees’. This deconstruction of ‘Europe’ should 
according to Bhambra “(...) reconstruct frameworks of understanding on the basis of 
acknowledging wider interconnections and dynamics” (Bhambra, 2009: 71). Bhambra 
presents four key aspects of Europe from a postcolonial perspective, one of which is the 
boundaries of Europe: “What European identity is differs according to the different proposals 
of where such boundaries are to be drawn” (Ibid.). 
Žižek categorizes Turkey as part of the not so rich Middle Eastern countries, which are 
then separated from the category of ‘Europe’. Bhambra includes William Outhwaite on the 
contested matter of inclusion or exclusion of Turkey within European borders:  
 
“It is (…) the landlocked ‘Eastern frontier’ that provokes the greatest cause for concern. 
Russia and Turkey — the two great geopolitical entities that stand in a relation of 
perpetual inclusion and exclusion with Europe ‘proper’ — have been part of the political 
system of Europe historically, even if they have not been recognized as culturally 
European (see also Yapp, 1992). Questions about their ‘identity’ constitute an ongoing 
aspect of European (and Muslim and Russian) discussions about the nature and limits of 
Europe” (Bhambra, 2009: 72).  
 
This exclusion has been based on these countries being perceived as culturally different, 
which might also explain why Žižek excludes them from Europe. However, as Bhambra 
argues they have historically been a part of the political system of Europe. This distinction 
can also be linked to the notion of Christianity as a key aspect of cultural unity in Europe 
(Bhambra, 2009: 76), but as Bhambra argues this is an un-nuanced perspective: 
 
“Along with significant Jewish populations, it is necessary also to take into account the 
history of Spain, which had been Muslim for a number of centuries, as well as European 
Muslims in the Balkans, southeastern Europe and Turkey. Europe’s longstanding 
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religious plurality is complemented by its ethnic diversity which has similarly been 
erased from common depictions” (Bhambra, 2009: 76). 
 
When Žižek, on the basis of religion, categorizes ‘Middle Eastern’ countries as being closer 
to the ‘refugees’ he implicitly constructs Europe as being a ‘non-Muslim’ community.  
As presented in the analysis, Žižek constructs freedom as a European privilege by 
showing what ‘we’ in Europe should not tolerate: 
 
“Should we tolerate migrants who prevent their children going to state schools; who 
force their women to dress and behave in a certain way; who arrange their children’s 
marriages; who discriminate against homosexuals?” (Žižek, 2015).  
 
In the quotation Žižek presents European values as contrasting the examples given in the 
quotation, such as arranged marriages, which creates a binary where arranged marriages stand 
in opposition to the freedom of choice. This value of the freedom of choice can be linked to 
some of the classic narratives of Europe that are described by Peter Wagner in Bhambra’s 
article. Wagner discusses the history of political Europe where he distinguishes between 
three, or possibly four, narratives in order to address the political modernity of Europe. Here 
he mentions the stories of “liberalism, modern state system, democracy and revolution” 
(Wagner in Bhambra, 2009: 79). Wagner describes how these stories: “(...) all ‘point to 
European origins of the political developments they emphasize’ even if, as he suggests, ‘none 
of them remains confined to the territory of Europe’” (Ibid.). Žižek has a similar perspective 
to that of Wagner in the sense that he believes in a set of common European values and that 
certain political developments are of European origin, for example democratic and civil 
rights. 
Bhambra criticizes Wagner for holding onto a belief in common European values - 
values that have been violated throughout European history (Bhambra, 2009: 80). Žižek can 
be accused of sharing the same beliefs as Wagner. This can be seen in the way that he 
constructs Europe as culturally superior by stating that the arriving refugees should respect 
and live in accordance with these values when coming to Europe. Žižek strengthens his 
argument on why refugees should adhere to European rights by specifying that the rules 
should especially be enforced not only towards ‘non-Europeans’ but also ‘European racists’ 
(Žižek, 2015). On the basis of this statement he also includes the racist ‘Europeans’ as people 
who do not adhere to European values, but that still does not explain other violations 
committed by ‘Europe’. Žižek himself mentions examples on the violations of these values 
committed by ‘Europe’. Besides from the military interventions in the Middle East and 
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Africa, he also mentions the new forms of slavery committed by ‘Europe’. Here he has the 
example of the clothing factory in Prato near Florence:  
 
“On 1 December 2013 a Chinese-owned clothing factory in Prato, near Florence, burned 
down, killing seven workers trapped in an improvised cardboard dormitory. ‘No one can 
say they are surprised at this,’ Roberto Pistonina, a local trade unionist, remarked, 
‘because everyone has known for years that, in the area between Florence and Prato, 
hundreds if not thousands of people are living and working in conditions of near 
slavery’” (Ibid.). 
 
In this way Žižek contradicts himself in the sense that on the one hand he presents European 
values as important to uphold, while he on the other hand describes how Europeans 
themselves violate these values. Yet, despite of this, he still demands that the ‘refugees’ live 
up to these values. 
As argued in the analysis both Žižek and Benhabib see Europe as having a responsibility 
when it comes to helping the refugees. Žižek argues that ‘Western Europe’ is partly 
responsible for the crisis due to military interventions. He therefore suggests that: “(...) a new 
kind of international military and economic intervention will have to be invented – a kind of 
intervention that avoids the neocolonial traps of the recent past” (Ibid.), but he does not give 
any suggestions as to what these new kinds of interventions should encompass and just how 
‘Europe’ avoids going into Žižek’s notion of a neo-colonial trap. By intervening in any way 
‘Europe’ does not escape its colonial history, since it is then still in a dominating position. 
Benhabib also stresses the responsibility of not only Europe but also of the United States 
and the UN. But like Žižek she does not suggest any concrete solutions other than the 
suggestion that: “All countries involved in this region, in the conflict, have to come to the 
table” (Benhabib in Sierakowski, 2015). Bhambra suggests in her own article on the crisis, in 
line with her work, that: 
 
“If we want a different Europe in the present and the future, then we need to narrate the 
colonial past of its constituent countries and the implications of the colonial past in the 
very project of Europe itself. We need to acknowledge the imperial past as the very 
condition of possibility of Europe and European countries today – with all the rights, 
duties, and obligations to reparatory justice that that entails” (Bhambra, 2015). 
 
From this perspective the responsibility of Europe to help solve the refugee crisis, is to be 
understood on the basis of Europe’s colonial past. Bhambra argues that by recognizing this 
history we can avoid what Žižek calls the neo-colonial traps and we can address the question 
of solving the crisis from a new perspective. 
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In Eco’s text he constructs migration as being like a natural phenomenon. This 
construction, in addition to Eco’s conceptualization of Europe as a house or a building as well 
as his statement that migration is uncontrollable, contrasts his construction of the ‘social’, 
which is controllable, in contrast to migration, which is uncontrollable and natural. Žižek 
argues for a solution similar to Eco’s concept of immigration where the migrants accept the 
customs of the countries they migrate to. The notion of immigration by Eco can be linked to 
the notion of cultural superiority where ‘others’ have to adapt to the existing culture, which is 
what Žižek proposes. 
Bhambra problematizes the construction of ‘Europe’ as having shared values: 
 
“The problems with identifying a specifically European ‘community of values’ is the 
erasure of the contributions of others from both historical events (and the idea of history 
itself)” (Bhambra, 2009: 77).   
  
This construction of Europe is problematic since, as Bhambra argues, it erases the 
contributions of ‘others’ from historical events. Eco argues that what we will experience is 
the uncontrolled phenomenon of migration, where The Third World will come in whether or 
not we agree to it, which then contests Žižek’s idea, since migration will be hard to control. 
Žižek also contradicts himself by subscribing to Eco’s argument of migration as inevitable:  
 
“There should be no compromise here: large migrations are our future, and the only 
alternative to such a commitment is renewed barbarism (what some call a ‘clash of 
civilisations’)” (Žižek, 2015). 
 
Although Žižek believes in immigration and that the influx of ‘refugees’ is controllable, he 
still implies that migration is inevitable, since large migrations are a part of the future of 
Europe. What can then be questioned is how ‘Europe’ should handle migration, without 
repeating colonial and imperial processes. 
Bhambra describes how several scholars construct modern ‘Europe’ as peaceful and 
open towards different cultures: 
 
“Habermas and Derrida, for example, in discussing the question of ‘European identity’, 
point to the postwar ‘image of a peaceful, cooperative Europe, open towards other 
cultures and capable of dialogue’” (Bhambra, 2009: 74). 
 
This image of a cooperative ‘Europe’ can also be traced within the interview with Benhabib, 
when she talks of the ‘post-national multicultural identity’, which is what she believes is the 
successful development for the different national-identities of Europe. In spite of this not all 
European countries are open towards other cultures. This is also what makes the idea of 
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porous borders problematic, but according to Eco’s inevitability argument, Europe will 
change radically over time and become a ‘colored’ continent. Bhambra describes this: 
 
“(...) there is an increasing focus on the diversity and hybridity of European cultural 
constellations (…). This focus then prompts solutions to the post-Imperial order that have 
included, as Stevenson notes, the ‘need to break with a Eurocentric imagination built 
upon the superiority of European values’, a ‘cultural politics that welcomes difference’, 
as well as imagining ‘new more convivial possibilities’” (Bhambra, 2009: 81-82).  
 
To Žižek it does seem like an option that the ‘non-Europeans’ or ‘refugees’ could actively 
participate in creating new European values by immigrating to Europe. Therefore it can be 
argued that Žižek reproduces a Eurocentric point of view where European values are superior 
and therefore excludes difference. In order to break completely with this Eurocentrism, as 
Bhambra argues, we need not only question the identity and constructions of Europe, but we 
need to reconstruct Europe’s past which further requires a reconstruction of the forms of 
understanding — concepts, categories, and methods — within which particular events are 
rendered apparently insignificant (Bhambra, 2009: 82). 
 
‘Refugees’ and ‘Migrants’ 
  
According to Long the categories of ‘refugee’ and ‘migrant’ have become distinct categories 
(Long, 2013). Long argues that these categories blur in practice and that the categories, 
according to numerous studies, are often interconnected: 
 
“In the past decade a significant body of research has been carried out investigating the 
‘asylum-migration nexus’ (…). These findings have shown persuasively that ‘refugee’ 
and ‘migrant’ flows are often interconnected, with communities, families and even 
individuals shifting between these different policy categories” (Ibid.). 
 
Long argues that the categories of ‘migrant’ and ‘refugee’ are policy categories in which 
people continuously shift between. In this way ‘refugees’ and ‘migrants’ are not objective 
categories made to precisely describe particular people, they are categories used for particular 
policies. Thus ‘refugee’ and ‘migrant’ are not always, if ever, stable categories that people 
can be placed into, but instead these categories are a part of an ongoing process of 
categorization that is in constant change. Long also argues that the categories of ‘refugees’ 
and ‘migrants’ are often, contemporarily, represented as being categorically different groups: 
 
“(...) international policy-making today—both on issues of migration and refugee 
protection—is closely tied to presenting refugees and migrants as categorically different 
groups. This practice of separating refugee from migrant is widespread in contemporary 
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discourses, involving both actors who are concerned with the exclusion of migrants and 
those concerned with the inclusion of refugees” (Ibid.). 
 
Thus Long argues that the separation of ‘refugees’ and ‘migrants’ is not only used by those 
who are critical of migration, but also by those who wish to include refugees. However, the 
distinction between ‘refugees’ and ‘migrants’ appears to result in a devaluation of the 
category of ‘migrants’. In essence, the separation of ‘refugee’ and ‘migrant’ enables the idea 
that ‘refugees’ are worthy of help but ‘migrants’ are not. To this Long argues that such a 
separation may hinder the prospects of securing refugee solutions:  
 
“An artificial separation between ‘refugee’ and ‘migrant’ ostensibly removes the 
humanitarian imperative for states to admit the needy in all but a minority of cases, 
opening up opportunities to restrict migration. This has also created a climate in which 
although refugee asylum—at least in terms of non-forcible return—is broadly respected, 
refugee solutions cannot be secured” (Ibid.). 
 
Therefore, according to Long, if refugees are to be helped efficiently channels of migration 
must not be shut down. The categories of ‘refugee’ and ‘migrant’ must be reflected critically 
upon as the restriction of migration can limit refugees’ possibilities of settling in new 
countries. In essence, if we accept the separate ‘refugee’ identity we should also reflect upon 
its limits so that the categorization itself does not have unintentional consequences (Ibid.). 
The difficulty of the categorization of ‘refugees’ and ‘migrants’ is particularly visible in 
the interview with Benhabib and Žižek’s article. Žižek mentions the rise of a new slavery, 
which is characterized by immigrant workers. Žižek also makes a distinction between 
‘immigrant workers’ and ‘refugees’, but in the following quote he mentions that the reality of 
the refugees may be one of precarious workforce: 
 
“Many of the refugees entering Europe will become part of its growing precarious 
workforce, in many cases at the expense of local workers, who react to the threat by 
joining the latest wave of anti-immigrant populism” (Žižek, 2015). 
 
Žižek thus buys into both the common contemporary distinction between ‘refugees’ (legally 
in need of help) and ‘migrants’ (in search of better economic prospects), but also indirectly 
discursively constructs the workforce as being detrimental by writing that it is precarious and 
comes at the expense of local workers. 
As argued in the analysis, Benhabib calls for the re-evaluation of the categories of 
‘refugee’ and ‘migrant’. Like Long, Benhabib points out that the lines between the categories 
of  ‘refugee’ and ‘migrant’ are blurred: 
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“(...) international law tells us to observe this distinction. But if you are, for example, in 
Iraq, or even in Turkey, and you cannot find employment because you are Sunni or Shia, 
a Kurd or an Alawite, or your business is being bombed – no one is threatening your life, 
but you are in a position of destitution, you have no possibilities. What are you then, a 
refugee or an economic migrant? So we are in a catch-22 situation, where international 
law gives protection to refugees and not migrants, yet what we see not just in Europe, but 
the world over, is that these categories are inadequate in dealing with realities” 
(Benhabib in Sierakowski, 2015). 
 
Unlike Žižek, Benhabib thus displays awareness of the problematic distinctions between the 
categories of ‘refugee’ and ‘migrant’. She states how both categories together are perceived 
by ‘Europe’ as the unwanted others. Since Žižek’s motives appear to largely pertain to a ‘left-
wing/communist’-agenda it makes sense that Žižek would use the distinction between 
‘refugees’ and economic ‘migrants/immigrants’ since those who seek better economic 
prospects are commonly, as is the case with Žižek, regarded as being a threat to other workers 
in the societies that they migrate to. This is also the case in, for example, Denmark where the 
left-wing party, Enhedslisten, argues for decent treatment of refugees but worries about 
economic migrants who do not join labor unions and get paid less than the minimum wage 
(Enhedslisten, n.d.) 
However, this raises the question of whether the categorization of ‘refugees’ and 
‘migrants’ itself may be epistemically violent. The concept of epistemic violence is largely 
based on Foucault’s rewriting of the platonic episteme in which there is not just one objective 
type of ‘knowledge’, but a multiplicity of ‘knowledges’ produced at different points in 
history. Epistemic violence is used by Spivak to describe: “(...) the remotely orchestrated, 
far-flung, and heterogeneous project to constitute the colonial subject as Other” (Spivak, 
1988: 76). The notion of epistemic violence is used in Spivak’s Can the Subaltern Speak? to 
describe the way in which the ‘subaltern’, or the ‘colonial subject’, can be subjugated and 
repressed through particular ‘knowledges’ and representations. In essence, one can say that 
the notion of epistemic violence is inherently activist - it implies that those who become 
subjects of epistemic violence are damaged, that a particular dignity, subjectivity, position or 
physical situation is changed from the moment that the epistemic violence occurs. 
Although Spivak’s notion of epistemic violence is used to describe how the colonial 
subject is constituted as ‘Other’, it can also be used to describe the construction of, for 
example, the category of ‘refugee’ or ‘migrant’ as ‘Other’. These categories of ‘refugee’ and 
‘migrant’ may be perceived as being inherently epistemically violent, as they are both 
heterogeneous constructions, but also categorizations that must be made by someone in 
possession of power - the ‘refugee’ and the ‘migrant’ are not in a position to classify 
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themselves, instead this classification and categorization is done by an organization, a state, 
an intellectual or by other institutions or people of power. It classifies the ‘Other’ in 
accordance with a binary of ‘native’ and ‘newcomer’ without the consent of the ‘migrant’. 
As highlighted in the analysis, Žižek argues that the ‘refugees’ should respect being 
allocated to different European nations. Allocation pertains to a domain of rationality and 
instrumentality and by utilizing this word Žižek forces the ‘refugees’ into this rational 
domain. This essentially robs the ‘refugee’ of voice and agency, since the desires, wishes, 
differences and experiences of the ‘refugees’ are not taken into account. Additionally, the act 
of allocating is itself enabled by the very absence of agency that refugees have in the first 
place; by being categorized as a ‘refugee’ one is essentially stateless, without rights, without 
protection. Thus the removal of agency is twofold: Žižek uses the word, allocation, which 
instrumentalizes, objectifies and rationalizes the ‘refugee’, but the ‘refugee’ already lacks 
agency due to the very category of ‘refugee’. In addition, Žižek’s representation of the 
‘refugee’ as an object or resource to be allocated deprives the ‘refugee’ of voice. In the case 
of the contextual situation, Žižek’s argument of allocation affirms ‘Europe’ as being in a 
dominating position to act and decide while the refugee as ‘other’ is given no agency to 
speak. 
In many ways this contradicts Žižek’s critique of the notion of tolerance. As displayed in 
the analysis, Žižek argues that we should move beyond mere tolerance because tolerance 
allows for someone to be in a position of power, which he is critical of. Instead he argues that 
we should unite since our problems are shared. This is contradictory because Žižek criticizes 
this exact power relation between ‘Europe’ and ‘refugees’ in his argument of toleration, but 
he reproduces exactly that in his argument of allocation. In his argument of allocation he 
appeals to instrumentality and rationality, where in his argument of toleration he appeals to a 
fundamental re-evaluation of the ways by which we perceive and evaluate ‘ourselves’ and 
‘others’.  
Bhambra also criticizes the limits of these categories in her article:  
 
“If belonging to the history of the nation is what traditionally confers rights upon 
individuals (as most forms of citizenship demonstrate) then, I argue, it is incumbent upon 
us to recognise the connected histories and sociologies that would see migrants /refugees 
as already having claims upon the states they wish to enter. It is this that would enable 
different ways of addressing the crises that we currently face” (Bhambra, 2015) 
 
In order to change the way ‘Europe’ views the ‘refugees’ and ‘migrants’ it is, according to 
Bhambra, essential to recognize the connected histories that bring states and colonies into a 
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single frame, and thus give the ‘migrants’ and ‘refugees’ claims upon entering European 
states. In alignment with Benhabib, Bhambra also emphasizes the importance of being aware 
of the nuances of these peoples’ histories, which are easily lost, when we put great amounts 
of people into the same category. According to Bhambra, if we are to regain the voices of the 
‘refugees’, we have to acknowledge that ‘they’ are not lost, but have been seen as 
insignificant due the dominant European accounts (Bhambra, 2009: 82), and therefore these 
categories should be reconstructed, based on the knowledge of the colonial past. 
 
The Role of the Public Intellectual 
 
We have argued for the importance of the role and the responsibility of the public intellectual. 
In Said’s work Representations of the Intellectual he presents Julien Benda’s take on the role 
of the intellectual. According to Benda the intellectual is represented more as an idealized 
person – a type of cleric: “Real intellectuals constitute a clerisy, very rare creatures indeed, 
since what they uphold are eternal standards of truth and justice that are precisely not of this 
world” (Said, 1996: 5). This means that the role of the intellectual is reserved for the few and 
enlightened, whereas in the perspective of Antonio Gramsci, the role of the intellectual can be 
partaken by every person who produces or distributes knowledge within any field (Said, 
1996: 9). The question is then how one person can uphold standards of truth and justice not of 
this world, because that would include the ability to talk outside the context of history, 
culture and discourses. That is in a sense like removing the subject from the intellectual and 
giving the intellectual an almost sacred status when counting on him/her to be able to do what 
no other person can do. Although Said is compelled by Benda’s description of the 
intellectual, he is more in line with Gramsci’s definition - albeit he positions himself in 
between the two.  
In contrast to Benda’s definition, which leaves the impression that the intellectual is 
neither bound by nationality or ethnic identity, Said argues that the subjectivity of the 
individual is left out (Said, 1996: 25). This, according to Said, is impossible to ignore: “There 
is always the personal inflection and the private sensibility, and those give meaning to what 
is being said or written” (Said, 1993: 12). To Said there is no such person able to speak of 
universal ‘truth’ or justice in an objective sense, and more importantly, there is no need: 
  
“(…) it is their specific, individual voice and presence that makes an impression on me 
over and above their arguments because they are speaking out for their beliefs. They 
	   42	  
cannot be mistaken for an anonymous functionary or careful bureaucrat” (Said, 1996: 
13). 
  
To Said, this is a big part of being an intellectual. A public intellectual is also a private 
individual. The subjective beliefs urge the intellectuals to make an effort and take risks 
because something is at stake (Ibid.). These beliefs are part of the motivational power, which 
makes intellectuals talk when others are silent. At the same time, this is also what exposes the 
intellectual as a human. Being human also means failing or the presence of inconsistency. 
There will always be inconsistency when an intellectual is speaking out publicly. 
The cleric intellectual proposed by Benda is attractive because of the ideal or utopian 
representation. Nonetheless this is far from how the role of the intellectual actually functions 
in the twentieth century (Said, 1996: 8). We think that the notion of the ideal public 
intellectual is interesting because it articulates demands for the public intellectual. Like Said, 
we also position the role of the intellectual in between the definitions by Benda and Gramsci. 
Thus if the role of the public intellectual is to speak the ‘truth’ against power, as Said claims, 
then public intellectuals should to a certain degree be able to challenge and deconstruct 
common senses, power relations and discourses of difference. This lies at the core of what we 
wish to discuss in the following. 
Žižek advocates for moving beyond mere tolerance although he has a Eurocentric 
perspective on how ‘Europe’ consists of values that are worth preserving at the expense of 
the different values of the ‘refugees’ coming into Europe. He is therefore, to some extent, 
reproducing a discourse of difference and representing ‘Europe’ as superior to the refugee. As 
mentioned earlier, an example of this is his argument of allocation. Although Žižek is critical 
towards the political discourse of the refugee crisis and positions himself in between the two 
extreme political standpoints, he still contributes to the colonial discourse of difference with 
‘Europe’ as superior to the ‘other’. By positioning himself in between the two political 
discourses, mocking both by claiming none of them to be the solution, by stating that both of 
them are ‘worse’. He then distances himself from both dominating discourses on the refugee 
crisis, but does not manage to move beyond and write outside of them. As also displayed in 
the analysis, Žižek talks about European values:  
 
“(…) they will have to respect the laws and social norms of European states: no tolerance 
of religious, sexist or ethnic violence; no right to impose on others one’s own religion or 
way of life; respect for every individual’s freedom to abandon his or her communal 
customs, etc.” (Žižek, 2015). 
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Žižek indicates that ‘refugees’ come from societies which include religious, sexist and ethnic 
violence thus making it sound as if all ‘refugees’ support and believe in this, which implies 
that all Europeans support democracy and freedom of choice. In this way he is mirroring 
‘Europe’ in his representation of the ‘refugees’ and constructing them as the ‘other’. We 
question how these values of ‘Europe’ are so unlike the different values of the ‘refugees’. 
Therefore, because the role of the intellectual is to be able to look beyond common senses, 
discourses of difference and categorizations, Žižek does not live up to this. 
Eco’s article was written in 2001 and therefore it is written in a different time and 
context. He wrote on the basis of major concepts such as migration and tolerance in a 
historical context. He argued on behalf of history and experiences: human beings have always 
migrated and therefore this is not a new phenomenon. He uses New York as a historical 
example of migration metaphorizing it as a ‘melting pot’ consisting of numerous ethnicities. 
Thus history has shown us that migration, which has lead to multicultural societies all over 
the world, is in fact not a new phenomenon. The cultural identity of ‘Europe’ is  “threatened”, 
but according to Eco, this aspect is inevitable and as history has shown it is possible to have 
numerous cultures living side by side as displayed in New York. Although Eco is Italian and 
living in Europe he does not address European values as something that should be preserved, 
as Žižek does. He rises above the assumption that ‘Europe’ as an imagined shared identity is 
something to be preserved because, as he argues history has taught us, migration will happen 
- if ‘Europe’ likes it or not. Thus it does not make sense to represent ‘Europe’ as a sealed off 
area reserved for the few and excluding the ‘rest’. 
If we buy into Eco’s arguments it becomes irrelevant to decide upon which categories to 
place the people fleeing in - it does not matter if they are ‘migrants’ or ‘refugees’. Also, the 
terminology, which is applied in the handling of the situation, for example Žižek’s use of 
allocation, also becomes irrelevant. Thus the inevitability argument is an argument of the 
cause of nature, which cannot be prevented or resisted. Not by any laws, terminologies, 
sealed off borders or categorizations. In that sense he manages to live up to the role of the 
public intellectual by challenging the common sense of ‘Europe’ as something only inherent 
to Europeans. 
Benhabib is directly addressing the problems of talking about the refugee crisis through 
certain terminologies. She claims that the language on the crisis is producing politically 
charged terms, which are not enabling ‘Europeans’ to think rationally and morally about the 
crisis, hence moving aside the acute need of help of the ‘refugees’. Benhabib scrutinizes the 
notion of ‘migrants’ and ‘refugees’. She problematizes that the focus in Europe is on these 
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terminologies instead of the lives of human beings and that the fear of the ‘other’ is 
constructed through language. Her solution, a reevaluation of these categories, may, in the 
long term, help in the production of solutions to the challenges of migration, but the short 
term effects of a reevaluation may be limited, in that the spread of knowledge and awareness 
of categories takes a great amount of time. In this way, Benhabib’s perspective does not take 
into account the urgency of the ongoing refugee crisis. By challenging the categories of 
‘refugees’ and ‘migrants’ Benhabib is challenging common sense ‘truths’ of a particular 
European social ‘reality’. She exposes how ‘migrants’ and ‘refugees’ become the ‘others’ 
through discourses of difference. In that sense she is living up to the role of the public 
intellectual. Although she is still reproducing the discourses of how ‘Europe’ should help the 
ones in need, she does it in the sense of how ‘Europe’, along with others, is both responsible 
and capable of doing so. 
If meaning is produced through language and categorizations, then a difficulty arises. 
This would not be a problem if hierarchies and power relations were not embedded in 
categorizations. The question is whether it is at all possible for public intellectuals to talk of 
this world and set aside discourses, when they are always influenced by their own 
subjectivity and context. Said asserts:  
 
“Politics is everywhere; there can be no escape into the realms of pure art and thought or, 
for that matter, into the realm of disinterested objectivity or transcendental theory. 
Intellectuals are of their time, herded along by the mass politics of representations 
embodied by the information or media industry, capable of resisting those only by 
disputing the images, official narratives, justifications of power circulated by an 
increasingly powerful media-and not only media but whole trends of thought that 
maintain the status quo, keep things within an acceptable and sanctioned perspective on 
actuality” (Said, 1996: 21-22). 
 
The three public intellectuals manage, to different degrees, to speak outside of current 
discourses. It is evident that Eco succeeds in setting aside the discourses of difference to a 
higher degree than Žižek and Benhabib, but he is also in a situation where he is not writing 
about this current refugee crisis in contemporary Europe. He is therefore not writing under 
the same circumstances as them, which in this case is to his advantage. The context, which 
the individual is included in, colors thought and speech, which is also what Said argues in the 
citation above. This is also present in the article by Žižek and the interview with Benhabib. 
As long as the categories of ‘migrants’ and ‘refugees’ exist it is necessary to reevaluate, 
question and discuss them. The issue is that the categories limit the user to think and 
articulate within the framework that these categories are constructed upon. Therefore by 
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articulating them we are on the one hand reproducing the categories, but on the other hand 
they are necessary to articulate in order to deconstruct, though this is not easy: 
 
“That this involves a steady realism, an almost athletic rational energy, and a 
complicated struggle to balance the problems of one’s own selfhood against the demands 
of publishing and speaking out in the public sphere is what makes it an everlasting effort, 
constitutively unfinished and necessarily imperfect” (Said, 1996: 23). 
 
Therefore the role of the public intellectual is difficult to fulfill. The demands by Said are to 
some extent ideal, yet this is not a reason to dismiss them. It is important to remain objective 
when producing knowledge about the world and its people, but at the same time individuals 
can never remain objective, because one writes on the assumptions of one’s subjectivity. 
Therefore we question how we as academics can write about and articulate complex issues, 
such as the refugee crisis, without (re)producing the same discourses, which we aim to 
challenge, since we, too, have assumptions, common senses and are under the influence of 
discourses. We view it as an important task to expose the problematic discourses of 
difference and categorizations. Thus, in alignment with Benhabib, we see the need for a 
reevaluation of the established categories, albeit we do not see the reevaluation, on the short 
term, as an effective way of trying to solve the current refugee crisis because it does not 
create an immediate social change for the ‘refugees’. We do, however, perceive it as an 
important task of academics and intellectuals to be critical of the common senses within 
discourses, culture and history. Therefore we stress the need of not only a reevaluation, but a 
reconstruction of the categories on the basis of understandings that have otherwise been 
rendered as insignificant due to the dominant discourses of colonial rule. To take on this task 
is difficult, but it is nonetheless a step along the way in creating social change.  
Conclusion 
 
Umberto Eco, Slavoj Žižek and Seyla Benhabib occasionally succeed in challenging the 
categories of ‘Europe’, ‘migration’, ‘refugees’ and ‘migrants’ along with common sense 
‘truths’ and colonial discourses. However, as evident in the analysis and discussion, the 
public intellectuals are in each their way inconsistent in their argumentation and thus part of 
(re)producing categorizations and discourses of difference.  
Eco constructs ‘migration’ as inevitable through nature metaphors, for example the flow-
metaphor. Eco constructs immigration as social and controllable in contrast to the natural and 
uncontrollable phenomenon of ‘migration’ and argues that ‘Europe’ will become more 
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multicultural over time. Žižek also argues that ‘migration’ is inevitable and that we should 
move beyond mere tolerance and unite in a common struggle. Žižek criticizes ‘Europe’ for 
their military interventions, their new forms of slavery and for reproducing colonial 
hierarchies. At the same time he contradicts himself by arguing that in order to gain European 
hospitality, ‘refugees’ should respect the laws and social norms of ‘Europe’, which is similar 
to Eco’s concept of immigration. Thus Žižek constructs ‘Europe’ as being in a dominant 
position towards ‘refugees’ by presenting the values of ‘Europe’ as unique and culturally 
superior. Žižek equates European culture with democratic and civil rights and freedom of 
choice, without consideration to the violations of these values by ‘Europe’ itself. In alignment 
with Eco, Benhabib perceives ‘migration’ as inevitable and suggests porous borders as the 
only viable way for nations to co-exist, which will then result in a change in the culture of the 
nation states within Europe.  
The division between the categories of ‘migrant’ and ‘refugee’ is an issue for both Žižek 
and Benhabib. Žižek argues that the ‘refugees’ are demanding towards ‘Europe’ and 
constructs both ‘migrants’ and ‘refugees’ as in search for better economic conditions and that 
the categories are a result of global capitalism. The very categorization of ‘migrants’ and 
‘refugees’ is epistemically violent in the way that these categories effectively deny the voices 
of those who are categorized as ‘refugees’ and ‘migrants’. In essence, ‘refugees’ and 
‘migrants’ are categories that are placed upon others by institutions or people with power and 
are used for political purposes and not necessarily for the sake of helping the people who are 
represented through these categories. Benhabib stresses the need for a reevaluation of these 
categories of ‘migrants’ and ‘refugees’. 
The tasks of challenging the categories and discourses of difference are difficult for 
public intellectuals to fulfill. The difficulty lies in speaking and writing outside of the 
established categories and the dominating discourses. Nevertheless it is an important task of 
the public intellectual to be critical of these and to deconstruct the power hierarchies of the 
colonial rule and reevaluate and reconstruct the established categories. 
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